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ABSTRACT
N a r r a t iv e  am b ig u i ty ,  a concep t which has on ly  r e c e n t l y  ach ieved  
prom inence in  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m ,  has  im p o r ta n t  im p l i c a t io n s  f o r  the  
perform ance  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  as  w e l l .  Few s t u d i e s  e x i s t  which focus  
e x c lu s iv e ly  on n a r r a t i v e  am b ig u i ty .  M ost, i n s t e a d ,  d i s c u s s  th e  
sem an tic  k in d .  R e c e n t ly ,  how ever, th e  in c r e a s e  o f  i n t e r e s t  in  th e  
n a r r a t i v e  form in  g e n e ra l  has p r e c i p i t a t e d  i n t e r e s t  i n  n a r r a t i v e  
am bigu ity  as w e l l .  In  the  f i e l d  o f  th e  perform ance o f l i t e r a t u r e ,  
however, no one has  i n v e s t i g a t e d  t h i s  phenomenon u n t i l  now. The 
purpose  o f  t h i s  s tu d y  was to  d e f in e  and d e s c r ib e  n a r r a t i v e  am bigu ity  
th rough  an ex am ina tion  and i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  i t  bo th  in  t h e o r e t i c a l  
w r i t i n g s  and in  s e l e c t e d  n o v e ls  o f  contem porary  a u th o r  John Hawkes 
i n  o rd e r  to  uncover im p l i c a t io n s  f o r  i t s  pe rfo rm ance .
G e n e ra l ly ,  am b igu ity  d id  no t a c h ie v e  s t a t u s  as a p ra isew o r th y  
a r t i s t i c  d e v ice  u n t i l  1930 and th e  p u b l i c a t i o n  o f W ill iam  Empson's 
Seven Types o f  Ambiguity i n  which he d e f in e d  am bigu ity  g e n e r a l ly  as 
h av ing  more than  one meaning. U n fo r tu n a te ly ,  t h i s  view o f  am biguity  
has  p e rp e tu a te d  a d e f i n i t i o n  so g e n e r a l  t h a t  i t  red u ces  th e  p r e c i s io n  
o f  c r i t i c a l  te rm in o lo g y .  Ambiguity  i s  one type  o f  m u l t ip l e  meaning 
u n l ik e  o th e r  e f f e c t s  such as i ro n y  and symbolism which a re  o f t e n  con­
f u te d  w ith  i t .  A ll  m u l t ip l e  meanings depend on r e a d e r  r e c o g n i t io n  
and p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,  b u t  am bigu ity  d i f f e r s  from o th e r  m u l t ip l e  meaning 
e f f e c t s  in  t h a t  i t  c a l l s  f o r  two o r  more i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s ,  b u t  p re v e n ts  
th e  r e a d e r  from choosing  one as c o r r e c t .
Although n a r r a t i v e  am b igu ity  d i f f e r s  from th e  sem an tic  k ind  
d e l in e a t e d  in  Empson's book, s i m i l a r i t i e s  a l s o  e x i s t  and t h i s  s tu d y  
e s t a b l i s h e d  th e  i n t im a te  r e l a t i o n s h i p  betw een th e  two, Semantic am­
b i g u i t y  a r i s e s  only w i th in  words and word p h r a s e s .  N a r r a t iv e  am b ig u ity ,  
on th e  o th e r  hand, em anates  a t  t h e  s t r u c t u r a l  l e v e l  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  
form. Thus am bigu ity  i n  i n d i v i d u a l  words may r e i n f o r c e  n a r r a t i v e  
am biguity  b u t  c snno t c r e a t e  i t .
This  s tu d y  su g g e s te d  c l a s s i f y i n g  am b ig u ity  as  e i t h e r  con junc­
t i v e  o r  d i s j u n c t i v e .  When c o n ju n c t iv e  am b igu ity  o p e r a t e s ,  two o r 
more meanings a r i s e  and complement each o t h e r  so t h a t  th e  re a d e r  need 
n o t  choose between them. In  d i s j u n c t i v e  am b ig u i ty ,  th e  two meanings 
m u tu a lly  exc lu d e  each o th e r  b u t  a r e  e q u a l ly  t e n a b l e .  Thus th e  
r e a d e r  cannot choose . As a r e s u l t ,  d i s j u n c t i v e  am bigu ity  i s  p a r t i ­
c u l a r l y  s u i t e d  to  th e  n a r r a t i v e  form and a r i s e s  in  many contem porary  
n a r r a t i v e s ,  n o ta b ly  th o s e  o f  John Hawkes,
Ambiguity i s  s u s t a in e d  w i th in  a n a r r a t i v e  i n  one of two ways.
In  many no v e ls  au th o red  by Henry James and Herman M e lv i l l e ,  opposing  
s e t s  o f  c lu e s  each  s u p p o r t  th e  v a r io u s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s .  Study o f 
John Hawkes's n o v e ls  has  r e v e a le d  t h a t  th e  t e x t  can su g g e s t  two o r  
more p o s s ib l e  meanings w i th o u t  p ro v id in g  any s u p p o r t in g  c lu e s .
T r a d i t i o n a l l y ,  s c h o la r s  have  focu sed  on a m b ig u i ty - c r e a t in g  
d e v ice s  such as in co m p le te  r e v e r s a l s  (o r  opposing  c lu e s  which su p p o r t  
th e  v a r io u s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s ) ,  gaps ( o r  in f o r m a t io n a l  om iss ions  w i th in  
th e  n a r r a t i v e ) ,  and v e r b a l l y  c r e a te d  a m b ig u i t i e s .  Study of Hawkes's 
no v e ls  r e v e a le d  o th e r  d e v ic e s  f o r  c r e a t i n g  a m b ig u i ty .  In  h i s  e a r ly
n o v e l s ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  h e  u se s  d e v ic e s  such  a s  s t e r e o t y p i c  c h a r a c t e r s ,  
commingling o f  dream and r e a l i t y  s e t t i n g s ,  and more s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  
th e  absence  o f  s u p p o r t in g  c lu e s .  In  h i s  l a t e r  n o v e ls  we se e  a r e ­
f in em en t o f  th e s e  te c h n iq u e s  a s  w e l l  as an in c r e a s in g  r e l i a n c e  on 
th e  f i r s t - p e r s o n  n a r r a t o r  whose r e l i a b i l i t y  i s  s u s p e c t .
C le a r ly ,  am bigu ity  i s  an im p o r ta n t  l i t e r a r y  d e v ic e ;  t h e r e f o r e  
p e r fo rm e rs  need to  f a m i l i a r i z e  them selves  w ith  i t s  w orkings in  the  
n a r r a t i v e .  This s tu d y  i d e n t i f i e d  g e n e ra l  and s p e c i f i c  ways in  which 
s o lo  and group p e rfo rm ers  can p r e s e r v e ,  and in  many c a s e s ,  f e a t u r e  
th e  am bigu ity  i n  Hawkes's n o v e ls  so t h a t  r e a d e r s  may become more 
s e n s i t i v e  to  n a r r a t i v e  am b igu ity  i n  term s o f i t s  meaning, f u n c t io n ,  
v a lu e ,  and r e l a t i o n s h i p  to  pe rfo rm ance .
INTRODUCTION
N a r r a t iv e  a m b ig u i ty ,  a con cep t which has  on ly  r e c e n t l y  
ach iev ed  prom inence i n  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m ,  has  im p o r tan t  im p l ic a ­
t i o n s  f o r  th e  perform ance o f  l i t e r a t u r e .  The purpose  o f  t h i s  s tu d y  
i s  to  examine c r i t i c a l l y  n a r r a t i v e  am bigu ity  in  o rd e r  to  i d e n t i f y  i t  
i n  in d iv id u a l  t e x t s  and e x p lo r e  i t s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  to  and u s e f u ln e s s  
f o r  i n t e r p r e t a t i v e  re a d in g  th e o ry  and perfo rm ance . S ince  th e  nove ls  
o f  John Hawkes p ro v id e  ample i l l u s t r a t i o n s  o f  n a r r a t i v e  a m b ig u ity ,  
th e  s tu d y  w i l l  examine s e l e c t e d  n o v e ls  o f  t h i s  m ajor contem porary 
w r i t e r  t o  i d e n t i f y  examples o f  n a r r a t i v e  am bigu ity  and o f f e r  
s u g g e s t io n s  f o r  r e a l i z i n g  them in  s o lo  and group perfo rm ance.
H i s t o r i c a l  P rec e d en ts  
For c e n t u r i e s  p h i lo s o p h e r s  and s c h o la r s  have reg a rd ed  ambigu­
i t y  w i th  c u r io u s  am b iva lence . The d ev ice  t h a t  one c r i t i c  vehem ently  
d e p lo re s  and condemns a n o th e r  e l e v a t e s  to  th e  p in n a c le  o f  r e v e re n c e .  
What i s  t h i s  phenomenon t h a t  g e n e r a te s  such  d iv e r s e  r e a c t i o n s ,  and 
why has  i t  so lo n g  provoked d i s p u te ?
A lthough modern s c h o la r s  r e g a rd  am bigu ity  as  a  p o s i t i v e  l i t e r ­
a ry  d e v ic e ,  we can  t r a c e  i t s  p e r j o r a t i v e  c o n n o ta t io n s  back to  the  
a n c i e n t s '  view of i t .  A n c ien t a u th o r s  g e n e r a l ly  d is c u s s e d  am bigu ity  
i n  term s o f  i t s  w orkings in  r e a l - l i f e  l i n g u i s t i c  c o n te x t s  and
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s im ply  d i s r e g a r d e d  i t s  use  in  l i t e r a t u r e . ^  Because r h e t o r i c  domi­
n a te d  th e  i n t e r e s t s  o f  b o th  Greek and Roman t h i n k e r s ,  th e y  reg a rd ed  
am bigu ity  in  language as  a v ic e  and urged  young c i t i z e n s  t o  avoid  i t .  
For example, A r i s t o t l e  in  h i s  T o p ica , De S o p h i s t i c i s  E l e n c h i s , and 
th e  R h e to r i c a , and Q u i n t i l i a n  i n  h i s  I n s t i t u t i o  O r a to r i a  o b je c te d  
to  the  use o f  am bigu ity  i n  th e  language o f  p o l i t i c s ,  law , and s c ie n c e  
because  of t h e i r  demand f o r  a b s o lu te  c l a r i t y  and p r e c i s i o n  i n  bo th  
w r i t t e n  and o r a l  fo rm s. A r i s t o t l e ,  e v e r  th e  l o g i c i a n ,  d e f in e d  
am bigu ity  a s  th e  degree  o f  c l e a r n e s s  o r  u n c le a rn e s s  in  lan g u ag e .  
I d e a l l y ,  c l e a r n e s s  would dom ina te , s in c e  i t  r e q u i r e s  s i m p l i c i t y ,  
p r e c i s i o n ,  and economy o f  la n g u ag e , th o se  q u a l i t i e s  lauded  by th e  
g r e a t  minds o f  p h i lo so p h y .  His d i s c u s s io n  in  Ite S o p h i s t i c i s  E len c h is  
p ro v id e s  a p e r c e p t iv e  view o f  am bigu ity  as i t  r e l a t e s  t o  p h i lo s o p h ­
i c a l  d i s p u t e s .  In  i t  he a rg u es  t h a t  r h e t o r i c a l  am b ig u ity  u l t i m a t e l y  
r e s u l t s  in  f a l l a c i o u s  r e a so n in g  and s o p h i s t r y .  In  s h o r t ,  A r i s t o t l e  
c o n s id e r s  v i r t u a l l y  a l l  am b ig u ity  in  language  as u n d e s i r a b l e .  
Subsequent Greek and Roman th in k e r s  added l i t t l e  to  A r i s t o t l e ' s  
a rgum ent. G e n e ra l ly ,  p e r s o n a l  t a s t e  in f lu e n c e d  th e s e  a d d i t i o n s  
and r e s u l t e d  i n  only s l i g h t  v a r i a t i o n s  on A r i s t o t l e ' s  th o u g h t .
^For an in fo rm a t iv e  view o f  am bigu ity  in  Greek l i t e r a t u r e ,  see  
W illiam  B e d e l l  S t a n f o r d 's  volum e, Ambiguity in  Greek L i t e r a t u r e : 
S tu d ie s  i n  Theory and P r a c t i c e . (Oxford: B a s i l  B la c k w e l l ,  1939 ), in
which S ta n fo rd  su rveys  the  n e g a t iv e  sen se  o f  am bigu ity  in  Greco- 
Roman t r e a t i s e s  and then  shows how i t  o p e ra te d  as a p o s i t i v e  r a t h e r  
th a n  n e g a t iv e  dev ice  in  much o f  a n c ie n t  Greek l i t e r a t u r e .  S ta n fo r d ,  
in f lu e n c e d  by W illiam  Empson, con tends  t h a t  am b igu ity  i n  l i t e r a t u r e  
i s  good, and w he ther o r  n o t  Greek and Roman r h e t o r i c i a n s  r e j e c t e d  
i t s  u s e ,  rem ained a v i t a l  e lem en t o f  many o f  th e  g r e a t e s t  Greek 
w orks , n o ta b ly  Agamemnon and Oedipus T yrannus .
3
Q u i n t i l i a n ' s  d i s c u s s io n ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  a g re e s  w i th  A r i s t o t l e  as  he 
a p p a r e n t ly  summarizes th e  t y p i c a l  Roman a t t i t u d e  o f  i n to l e r a n c e  
tow ard  a m b ig u ity ,  i n t o l e r a n c e  j u s t i f i a b l e  as  a r e s u l t  o f  i t s  f r e q u e n t  
abuse i n  courtroom  l i t i g a t i o n .
Because o f  w id esp read  A r i s t o t e l e a n  i n f l u e n c e ,  a  common bu t 
i n c o r r e c t  n o t io n  s u r v iv e s  s t i p u l a t i n g  v e r b a l  am b igu ity  a s  s o l e l y  th e  
p ro d u c t  o f  f i f t h  c e n tu ry  S o p h i s t i c  d e s ig n .  Noted s c h o la r  W illiam  
S ta n fo rd  e r a d i c a t e s  t h i s  n o t io n  by p o in t in g  to  ev id en c e  which t r a c e s  
c e r t a i n  ty p e s  of r h e t o r i c a l  am b igu ity  back  to  H e r a c l i t u s .  Only l a t e r  
d id  Corax and T i s i a s ,  G o rg ia s ,  and I s o c r a t e s  d ev e lo p ,  r e f i n e ,  and 
in  some ca se s  e x p l o i t  i t s  u s e .  And a l th o u g h  in  many case s  th e s e  
r h e t o r i c i a n s  advanced v a lu a b le  r e s e a r c h  r e g a rd in g  m u l t i p l i c i t y  of 
meaning in  la n g u ag e , am b ig u ity  f e l l  p rey  t o  many o f  th e  more am­
b i t i o u s  s o p h i s t s  who p u t  t h e i r  a b i l i t y  f o r  e q u iv o c a t io n  to  
u n sc ru p u lo u s  u s e s .  More o f t e n  th an  n o t ,  u n p r in c ip le d  s o p h i s t s
e x p lo i t e d  am bigu ity  in  o r d e r  to  d ece iv e  and t r i c k  o th e r s  l e s s
3know ledgeable  in  th e  a r t .  As a r e s u l t ,  am b igu ity  took  on p e j o r a t i v e  
c o n n o ta t io n s  which have l i n g e r e d  i n t o  modern s o c i e t y ' s  way o f 
t h in k in g .
P r i o r  to  th e  p u b l i c a t i o n  o f  W ill iam  Empson’ s Seven Types of 
Ambiguity (1930), am b igu ity  deno ted  a  s i t u a t i o n  i n  language use
^ S ta n fo rd ,  p .  4. 
^ S ta n fo rd ,  p .  4.
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i n  which i t  i s  im p o ss ib le  t o  d e c id e  betw een p o s s i b l e  m eanings, th u s
r e n d e r in g  th e  language  u n c le a r .  Not u n t i l  th e  p u b l i c a t i o n  o f
W illiam  Empson1s landmark book d id  th e  concep t o f  l i t e r a r y  am-
4
b i g u i t y  g a in  prom inence. His s tu d y  o f  l a t e n t  m u l t ip le  meanings
i n  th e  language  o f  p o e t ry  p o p u la r iz e d  th e  te rm  "am bigu ity"  and
made i t  a  r e s p e c ta b le  a r t i s t i c  d e v ic e ,  P h i lo s o p h e r - s c h o la r  I .  A.
R ichards  summarizes t h i s  t r a n s i t i o n  in  th o u g h t by p o in t in g  o u t  t h a t ,
w hereas " th e  o ld  R h e to r ic  t r e a t e d  am bigu ity  as  a f a u l t  i n  lan g u ag e ,
and hoped to  co n f in e  o r  e l im in a t e  i t ,  th e  new R h e to r ic  s e e s  i t  as an
i n e v i t a b l e  consequence o f  th e  powers o f  language  and as th e
in d is p e n s a b le  means o f  most o f  our most im p o r tan t  u t t e r a n c e s . "^
U nlike p a s t  s c h o la r s  who c h a r a c t e r i z e d  am bigu ity  a s  "a  la c k  o f
c l a r i t y , "  Empson d e f in e s  am b igu ity  b ro a d ly  a s  "any v e r b a l  nuance ,
however s l i g h t ,  which g iv e s  room f o r  a l t e r n a t i v e  r e a c t i o n s  to  the
£
same p ie c e  o f  la n g u a g e ."  He th u s  e x p la in s  th e  concep t in  term s of 
th e  v e r b a l  re sp o n se s  an i n d i v i d u a l  makes to  a p a r t i c u l a r  p ie c e  o f  
language  when asked f o r  i t s  meaning and th e  manner i n  which th o se  
re sp o n se s  a f f e c t  th e  o v e r a l l  t e x t  i n  which th e  am bigu ity  o c c u r s .
^He does n o t  l i m i t  h i s  d i s c u s s io n  to  p o e t ry  o r  even l i t e r a ­
t u r e ;  th e  book, n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  e s t a b l i s h e s  am bigu ity  i n  l i t e r a t u r e  
as  a p o s i t i v e  a r t i s t i c  d e v ic e .
^ I .A .  R ic h a rd s ,  The P h ilo so p h y  o f R h e to r ic  (New York: Oxford
U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  193 6 ) ,  p .  40.
^W illiam  Empson, Seven Types o f  Ambiguity (New York: New
D i r e c t i o n s ,  n . d . ) ,  p . 1.
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His book i l l u m i n a t e s  th e  method o f v e r b a l  a n a l y s i s  o r i g i n a t e d  by 
c r i t i c  R obert G raves. Empson e l a b o r a t e s  on th e  communicative con­
t e x t  w i th in  which am bigu ity  o ccu rs  by d e s c r ib in g  i t  a s  "an  in d e c i s io n  
as t o  what you mean, an i n t e n t i o n  t o  mean s e v e r a l  t h i n g s ,  a p ro b ­
a b i l i t y  t h a t  one o r  o t h e r  o r  b o th  o f  two th in g s  has  been m eant, and 
th e  f a c t  t h a t  a s ta te m e n t  has s e v e r a l  m ean in g s ."  H ere , he r e fo c u s e s  
t h e  t h r u s t  of am b igu ity  on a u t h o r i a l  i n t e n t i o n . His d i s c u s s io n  grows 
ou t o f  what he c a l l s  th e  th r e e  "d im ensions o r  s c a l e s "  o f  a m b ig u ity :
" th e  d eg ree  o f  l o g i c a l  or g ram m atical d i s o r d e r ,  th e  deg ree  to  which
th e  ap p reh en s io n  o f  t h e  am bigu ity  must be c o n s c io u s ,  and th e  degree
8o f  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  com plex ity  c o n c e rn e d ."  Thus th e  t e x t ,  th e  a u th o r ,  
and th e  r e a d e r  a l l  p la y  i n t e g r a l  r o l e s  in  h i s  co n cep t  o f  am b ig u i ty .
The f i r s t  and s im p le s t  ty p e  o f  Empsonian am bigu ity  in c lu d e s  
such seem ingly  d i s p a r a t e  l i t e r a r y  e f f e c t s  as mixed m etaphor, d ra m a tic  
i r o n y ,  and a n t i t h e s i s . ^  Empson's b r i l l i a n t  i f  o b l iq u e  d i s c u s s io n  
p ro c e ed s  th rough  s i x  o th e r  c a t e g o r i e s  o r  " ty p e s "  o f  a m b ig u i t ie s  
a r ra n g e d  h i e r a r c h i c a l l y  as  to  t h e i r  co m p lex ity .  S ta n fo rd  summarizes 
Empson's s e v e n - fo ld  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  o f  a m b ig u i t ie s  a s  fo l lo w s :
1. The am b igu ity  o f  n o t  knowing which o f  th e  vague 
a s s o c i a t i o n s  o f  a word to  ho ld  most c l e a r l y  in  o n e 's  
mind . . . .
2 . Ambiguity when two o r  more meanings a l l  add to  
th e  a u t h o r ' s  s i n g l e  meaning . . . .
n
'Empson, pp. 5 -6 .
g
Empson, p. 48.
^Empson, pp. 23, 25 , 43-44 .
6
3. When two o r  more id e a s  a r e  connec ted  on ly  by 
b e in g  bo th  r e l e v a n t  i n  th e  p r e s e n t  c o n te x t  and 
by th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e y  can be ex p re ssed  s im u l ta ­
n eo u sly  t h e r e  i n  one word, e . g . ,  M i l to n ’ s "That 
sp ec io u s  m o n s te r ,  my accom plished  s n a re "  in  which 
sp ec io u s  i s  used to  connote  i n  a s i n g l e  word 
D e l i l a h ’ s b eau ty  and d e c e i t f u l n e s s ,  and accom­
p l i s h e d  to  su g g e s t  b o th  t a l e n t e d  and s u c c e s s f u l .
4. When two o r more meanings do n o t  ag re e  among 
th em se lv es  o r  su p p o r t  one a n o th e r ,  b u t  combine to  
dem onstra te  a c o m p lica ted  and u n s im p l i f ie d  s t a t e  
o f  mind in  th e  a u th o r .
5 . When th e  a u th o r  i s  o n ly  d i s c o v e r in g  h i s  id e a  
i n  th e  a c t  o f  w r i t i n g ,  o r  e l s e  no t h o ld in g  i t  a l l  
i n  h i s  mind a t  o nce , so t h a t ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e  th e r e  
i s  a s im i le  which a p p l i e s  to  n o th in g  e x a c t ly  b u t  
l i e s  h a l f  way betw een two th in g s  w h ile  th e  a u th o r  
i s  moving from one to  the  o th e r  . . . .
6 . When a s ta te m e n t  says  n o th in g ,  by ta u to lo g y ,  by 
c o n t r a d i c t i o n ,  o r  by i r r e l e v a n t  s ta t e m e n ts ;  h e re  the  
r e a d e r  i s  fo rc e d  to  in v e n t  c l e a r  s ta t e m e n ts  o f  h i s  
own and th e y  a re  l i a b l e  to  c o n f l i c t  w i th  one a n o th e r ,
7. When th e  two meanings o f a p h ra se  a r e  q u i t e  
o p p o s i t e ,  so  t h a t  th e  e f f e c t  i s  to  show a funda­
m en ta l  d i v i s i o n  i n  th e  w r i t e r ' s  rnind.-*-^
U ndeniab ly , Empson's p io n e e r  book e s t a b l i s h e d  am bigu ity  as a
p o s i t i v e  r a t h e r  than  n e g a t iv e  d ev ice  o f  p o e t r y .  He adam antly  a s s e r t s
t h a t  a l l  good p o e t ry  sh o u ld  be ambiguous: " th e  m a ch in a t io n s  o f
11am bigu ity  a re  among th e  v e ry  r o o t s  of p o e t ry "  becau se  i t  o f f e r s
1 7" language  . . . r i c h  in  i m p l i c a t i o n s . C e r t a i n ly ,  h i s  method of 
v e r b a l  a n a l y s i s  w i l l  rem ain  a v i t a l  p a r t  o f  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m
^ 1  have quo ted  from S ta n f o r d ,  pp. 92-93 because  h i s  condensa­
t i o n  seems one o f  th e  most l u c id .
■^Empson, p . 3.
12Empson, p . 5.
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b ecau se  i t  has  done so much to  e n la r g e  th e  r e a d e r ' s  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f
p o e t ry  by te a c h in g  him to  f in d  more complex m eanings. No one can
deny t h a t  h i s  d i s c o v e r i e s  about a m b ig u i t i e s ,  bo th  s y n t a c t i c  and
s e m a n tic ,  have  been enormously i n f l u e n t i a l .  N e v e r th e le s s ,  we cannot
o v e r lo o k  c e r t a i n  v a l i d  c r i t i c i s m s  o f  h i s  method. W illiam  Van
O'Connor, f o r  exam ple, c o n s id e r s  Empson's approach to  p o e t ry  a n a ly s i s
p o t e n t i a l l y  weak because  i t  i n v i t e s  " o v e r ly  c o m p lic a te d ,  in g e n io u s ,
1and f i n a l l y  i r r e l e v a n t  r e a d i n g s . "  C onsequen tly , when a re a d e r  
abuses  t h i s  method o f a n a l y s i s  by " o v e r - r e a d in g ) " the  poem i t s e l f ,  
says  M.H. Abrams, may v a n is h  i n  "overdrawn and sometimes s e l f ­
c o n t r a d i c t o r y  e x p la n a t io n s  t h a t  v i o l a t e  th e  norms of th e  E n g lish
language and ig n o re  th e  c o n t r o l s  upon r e f e r e n c e  e x e r te d  by th e
14c o n te x t  o f  a l i t e r a r y  p a s s a g e ,"
A m ajor c r i t i c i s m  has  a r i s e n  over Empson's i n s i s t e n c e  on 
seven  " ty p e s "  o f  a m b ig u i t i e s .  Ever s in c e  th e  b o o k 's  ap p ea ra n ce ,  
r e a d e r s  have c r i t i c i z e d  h i s  use o f  seven as b e in g  u n n ecessa ry  and 
m i s t a k e n ^  and a s  a r e s u l t ,  m is le a d in g  and r e d u c t iv e .  A e s th e t i c i a n  
Monroe B ea rd s ley  p o in t s  ou t t h a t  Empson's a t te m p t  to  c l a s s i f y  a l l
^ ^ w il l iam  Van O 'Connor, "A m b igu ity ,"  P r in c e to n  E ncyc loped ia  o f  
P o e try  and P o e t i c s , e n l . ,  e d s .  A lex Prem inger e t  a l , , (P r in c e to n :  
P r in c e to n  U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1974), p .  19.
l^M.H. Abrams, A G lo ssa ry  o f  L i t e r a r y  Terms, 3d e d . ,
(New York: H o l t ,  R in e h a r t  and W inston , 1971), p . 9.
15van O'Connor, p . 19.
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th e  nuances  o f  am bigu ity  i n t o  seven  c a t e g o r i e s  b re a k s  down because  
no one co u ld  fo l lo w  th e  d i s t i n c t i o n s . ^
A nother t y p i c a l  c r i t i c i s m  le v e le d  a t  Empson concerns  h i s  
im p re c is e  use o f  th e  term  " a m b ig u i ty ,"  a problem  t h a t  c o n t in u e s  to  
p lag u e  modem c r i t i c a l  te rm in o lo g y ,  Empson h im s e l f  ad m it te d  in  th e
p r e f a c e  t h a t  he had used " th e  te rm  'a m b ig u i ty '  t o  mean an y th in g  . . .
17[he] l i k e d , "  and , more o f t e n  th a n  n o t ,  he used th e  te rm  in  w ide ly  
v a r i e d  s e n s e s ,  r e n d e r in g  h i s  d i s c u s s io n  o b scu re  and d i f f i c u l t  to  
fo l lo w . Worse s t i l l ,  Empson's i n s i s t e n c e  on u s in g  "am bigu ity "  as a 
c a t c h - a l l  p h ra se  has  f o s t e r e d  a t r a d i t i o n  o f  u s in g  th e  te rm  i n  a 
b ro a d ,  g e n e r a l iz e d  manner which n o t  on ly  causes  co n fu s io n  b u t  a l s o  
d im in ish e s  th e  f u n c t io n a l  p r e c i s i o n  o f c r i t i c a l  te rm in o lo g y .  At 
p r e s e n t  i n  p o p u la r  u sage , th e  term  "am b ig u ity "  ( g e n e r a l ly  meaning 
"h av in g  more than  one meaning") i s  an u m b re l la - te rm  fo r  many 
d i f f e r e n t  k in d s  o f  l i t e r a r y  e f f e c t s ,  which more c a r e f u l  s c h o la r s  
and l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s  d i s t i n g u i s h  as "po lysem ous ,"  "soft,  f o c u s ,"  
" p l u r i v o c a l i t y ,"  " m u l t ip le  m ean ing ,"  and "dep th  sym bol."  F u r th e r ,  
some peop le  c h a r a c t e r i z e  l i t e r a t u r e  as ambiguous when in  r e a l i t y  they  
mean vague, sy m b o lic ,  o r  i r o n i c .  We need a c l a r i f i c a t i o n  o f  t h i s  
te rm  i n  o rd e r  t o  d e a l  w ith  i t  i n  c r i t i c a l  th e o r y ,  s i l e n t  r e a d in g ,  
and perfo rm an ce . By u n d e rs ta n d in g  how am bigu ity  d i f f e r s  from e f f e c t s
l ^ M o n r o e  c. B e a rd s le y ,  A e s t h e t i c s : Problem s i n  th e  P h ilo sophy
o f  C r i t i c i s m  (New York: H a rc o u r t ,  Brace & W orld, 195 8 ),  p .  151.
^E m pson , p .  v i i i .
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f r e q u e n t ly  confused  w i th  i t ,  we may ga in  g r e a t e r  i n s i g h t  i n t o  i t s  
un ique  e f f e c t s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  perfo rm ance  o f  l i t e r a t u r e .
In  modem c r i t i c i s m  we may c l a s s i f y  th e  s e n se s  of "am bigu ity"
18i n t o  two m ajor ty p e s :  c o n ju n c t iv e  and d i s j u n c t i v e .  L i n g u i s t i ­
c a l l y ,  c o n ju n c t iv e  a m b ig u ity  r e f e r s  t o  th e  emergence o f  s im u ltan eo u s  
m u l t ip l e  c l u s t e r s  o f  meanings b e in g  a t  once c o n t r o l l e d  by and con­
t r o l l i n g  th e  o v e r a l l  c o n te x t  o f  th e  l i t e r a r y  work. Thus we cannot 
speak  a c c u r a t e l y  o f  th e  meaning o f a w ord, b u t  can p o in t  on ly  to  a 
range o f  a p p r o p r i a t e  m eanings. D is ju n c t iv e  am b ig u i ty ,  on th e  o th e r  
h an d , a r i s e s  when d i s t i n c t l y  s e p a r a t e  meanings f u n c t io n  as m u tu a lly  
e x c lu s iv e  a l t e r n a t i v e s .  The d e f in in g  f e a t u r e  o f  d i s j u n c t i v e  
am b ig u ity  i s  e q u iv o c a l  c o n s t r u c t i o n  which c a l l s  f o r  two o r  more 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  each o f  which e x c lu d e s  th e  o t h e r . ^
Both ty p e s  o f  am b ig u ity  a re  s i g n i f i c a n t  a c c o rd in g  to  a r t i s t s  
and c r i t i c s  who defend  am b ig u ity  as p ro d u c in g  a v a r i e t y  of p o s i t i v e  
a e s t h e t i c  e f f e c t s .  Both k in d s  o f  am b ig u ity  fo r c e  the  r e a d e r  to  
s e a rc h  f o r  c lu e s  which w i l l  c l e a r  up th e  a m b ig u i ty ,  and a s  a r e s u l t ,  
th e  r e a d in g  p ro c e s s  becomes dynamic and p re c lu d e s  th e  p a s s iv e  r e a d e r  
who m erely  consumes t h e  work, s in c e  th e  v e ry  n a tu r e  o f  am bigu ity  
engages him i n  a c o l l a b o r a t i v e  p ro c e ss  o f  f i l l i n g  i n  th e  gaps o f  
in fo r m a t io n .  And i n  t h i s  s en se  th e  r e a d e r  s h a r e s  in  th e  c r e a t i o n
l®Abraham Kaplan and E rn s t  K r i s ,  " E s t h e t i c  A m bigu ity ,"  
P h ilo so p h y  and Phenom enolog ical R esearch  8 (March 1948): 416.
Not a l l  c r i t i c s  use  t h i s  breakdown scheme, b u t  f o r  th e  p u rp o ses  o f  
t h i s  s tu d y ,  i t  seems t o  work b e s t .
1 QKaplan and K r i s ,  p p .  416-17 .
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o f  th e  s e l e c t i o n .  T h is  same p ro c e s s  can o p e ra te  w i th in  th e  aud ience  
s i t u a t i o n  i f  th e  p e r fo rm e r  le a v e s  i n t a c t  th e  v a r io u s  c lu e s  p o s i t i n g  
c o n ju n c t iv e  and d i s j u n c t i v e  a m b ig u i t i e s .  T h e re fo re  th e s e  concep ts  
o f  am b ig u ity  d e se rv e  th e  a t t e n t i o n  o f  th e  s c h o la r  and p e rfo rm er .
Modem c r i t i c i s m  a l s o  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  n a r r a t i v e  am bigu ity  from 
sem an tic  am b ig u i ty .  Whereas sem an tic  am b igu ity  a r i s e s  on ly  w i th in  
language  u n i t s ,  n a r r a t i v e  a m b ig u ity ,  th e  s u b j e c t  o f  t h i s  s tu d y ,  
emerges w i th in  th e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  th e  l i t e r a r y  form. In  o th e r  words, 
sem an tic  am bigu ity  i s  r e s t r i c t e d  to  la n g u ag e ,  b u t  n a r r a t i v e  am­
b i g u i t y  comes about w i th in  l a r g e r  u n i t s  o f  th e  l i t e r a r y  form, 
n o ta b ly  p l o t ,  c h a r a c t e r ,  s e t t i n g ,  and p o in t  o f  view. A m b ig u it ie s  
f r e q u e n t ly  o ccu r  in  p l o t s  where we canno t make a d e te rm in a te  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  t h e  n a tu r e  o f  an a c t i o n .  For exam ple, Guy du 
M au p au ssan t 's  s h o r t  s t o r y  " L i t t l e  S o ld i e r "  o f f e r s  an example o f  
d i s j u n c t i v e  am b igu ity  where a young boy d ie s  by f a l l i n g  from a 
b r id g e .  The a c t i o n  i t s e l f  rem ains  u n c l e a r ,  a s  we cannot d i s c e r n  
w h e th er  i t  i s  a c c i d e n t a l  o r  i n t e n t i o n a l .  S i m i l a r l y ,  a c h a r a c t e r ’s 
m o tives  f o r  an a c t i o n  may defy  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  But am bigu ity  a r i s e s  
in  p la c e s  o th e r  than  p l o t  and c h a r a c t e r .  O ften  p o in t  o f  view 
f o s t e r s  d i s j u n c t i v e  and c o n ju n c t iv e  a m b ig u i t ie s  where s p e c i f i c  c lu e s  
c o r r o b o r a te  two o r  more v e r s io n s  o f  an e v e n t .  For i n s t a n c e ,  d i s ­
ta n c e  between th e  tim e o f  an  e v en t  and remembrance o f  i t  can 
r e s u l t  i n  in a c c u ra c y  i n  i t s  r e p o r t  w i th  any b u t  an o m n isc ien t  n a r r a t o r .
^ S h l o m i t h  Rimmon, The Concept o f  Am biguity— th e  Example of 
James (C hicago: U n iv e r s i ty  o f  Chicago P r e s s ,  1977), p . 229.
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As a r e s u l t ,  we may n o t  know w hich v e r s io n  t o  b e l i e v e .  B ias  on th e
p a r t  o f a  n a r r a t o r  may l ik e w is e  acco u n t f o r  u n r e l i a b i l i t y  which
f o s t e r s  two opposing  s e t s  o f  c l u e s .  F r e q u e n t ly ,  a s h i f t  i n  p o in t
o f  view s e r v e s  as th e  so u rc e  o f  s e q u e n t i a l  am bigu ity  because  s e v e r a l
21
c h a r a c t e r s  e x i s t  s im u l ta n e o u s ly  w i th  whom we can i d e n t i f y .  P o ten ­
t i a l  u n r e l i a b i l i t y ,  e s p e c i a l l y ,  can i n t e n s i f y  a m b ig u ity .  In  John 
Hawkes*s T r a v e s ty , f o r  exam ple, th e  c e n t r a l  am bigu ity  r e s t s  upon our 
view o f th e  s p e a k e r ’s r e l i a b i l i t y  as  a n a r r a t o r .
C l e a r l y ,  n a r r a t i v e  am b igu ity  p r e v a i l s  a s  a c e n t r a l  d ev ice  o f  
much o f  t o d a y 's  l i t e r a t u r e ,  and , as  s c h o la r s  and p e r fo rm e rs ,  we must 
concern  o u r s e lv e s  w i th  i t .  T y p ic a l ly ,  modern n a r r a t i v e  f i c t i o n  
abounds w i th  am b ig u ity . John Hawkes, one American who w r i t e s  out
o f  th e  b e l i e f  t h a t  *5"chaos r a t h e r  th an  o rd e r  dom inates day to  day
22l i v i n g , "  r e f l e c t s  a s e n se  o f  " f r a c t u r e d  l i f e "  i n  h i s  n o v e ls .  Not 
s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  h i s  books abound w i th  a m b ig u i t i e s ,  and , t h e r e f o r e ,  they  
p ro v id e  f r u i t f u l  so u rc e s  f o r  s tu d y .  F u r th e r ,  Hawkes*s n o v e ls  c o n ta in  
a s l i g h t l y  d i f f e r e n t  ty p e  o f  n a r r a t i v e  a m b ig u ity ,  one a p p a r e n t ly  
ig n o red  in  s c h o la r ly  d i s c u s s io n  u n t i l  now. This  k in d  o f  am bigu ity  
a r i s e s  when enough c lu e s  e x i s t  to  su g g es t  m u l t i p l e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  
b u t  th e  p a u c i ty  o f  e v id e n c e  (a s  opposed to  e q u a l  ev id en ce  to  su p p o r t  
more than  one p o s s i b i l i t y )  r e n d e r s  ch o ice  im p o s s ib le .  A lthough am­
b i g u i t y  o f  t h i s  s o r t  f r e q u e n t l y  o ccu rs  i n  such  d ra m a tic  works as
^Rimmon, p . 39.
22 Donald J .  G r e in e r ,  Comic T e r r o r : The Novels o f  John Hawkes
(Memphis: Memphis S t a t e  U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1973), p .  x i .
12
th o s e  by P i n t e r  and Io n esco  ( in  f a c t ,  i n  many dramas o f  th e  
A b su rd is t  s c h o o l ) ,  i t  h a s  n o t  been  e x p lo re d  f u l l y  in  p ro se  f i c t i o n .  
We can th u s  p r o f i t  by an ex am in a tio n  o f  h i s  works because  he 
f r e q u e n t ly  employs t h i s  ty p e  o f  am b ig u ity .
N a r ra t iv e  Ambiguity and Perform ance 
When we r e a l i z e  t h a t  am b igu ity  p la y s  a  l a r g e  r o l e  in  r e n d e r ­
in g  a l i t e r a r y  t e x t  dynamic and t h a t  c o o p e r a t iv e  i n t e r a c t i o n  between 
th e  t e x t  and r e a d e r  i s  so im p o r ta n t ,  we can b e g in  to  u n d e rs tan d  
e lem en ts  in v o lv e d  i n  p e r fo rm in g  ambiguous p ro se  f i c t i o n .  P e r f o r ­
mance o f ambiguous n a r r a t i v e s ,  w he ther group o r  s o l o ,  can 
i l l u m i n a t e ,  u n d e rsco re  and i n  many c a se s  f e a t u r e  th e  am bigu ity  in  
ways t h a t  th e  s i l e n t  re a d in g  c a n n o t .  This  does n o t  imply t h a t  
perfo rm ance  i s  b e t t e r ;  i t  i s  on ly  a n o th e r  way o f  d e lv in g  i n t o  th e  
t e x t  in  o rd e r  to  a r r i v e  a t  a b e t t e r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  i t .  But j u s t  
as  th e  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  s i l e n t  r e a d e r  can e x p e r ie n c e  th e  e f f e c t s  o f  
am b ig u ity  because  o f  h i s  aw areness  o f  i t ,  s o ,  to o ,  can th e  s k i l l e d  
o r  aware p e rfo rm er  p r e s e r v e  and f e a t u r e  th e  am bigu ity  as  w e l l  as 
i t s  e f f e c t s  in  a w e l l  conce ived  and ex ecu ted  p e rfo rm an ce .  A r t i s ­
t i c  am bigu ity  i s  u n d e n iab ly  v a lu a b le  and i t s  i n c l u s i o n  i n  l i t e r a t u r e  
i s  i n t e n t i o n a l .  However, i f  a p e r fo rm e r  f a i l s  to  re c o g n iz e  i t  
w i th in  a n a r r a t i v e ,  th en  h i s  perfo rm ance  w i l l  i n v a r i a b l y  f a i l  to  
f e a t u r e  i t .  Because am b igu ity  i n  p a r t  depends upon r e a d e r  reco g ­
n i t i o n ,  im p l i c a t io n s  a r i s e  a s  to  i t s  r o l e  i n  p e rfo rm an ce . U nless  
th e  p e rfo rm er  makes h i s  au d ien c e  aware o f  th e  w orkings o f  am bigu ity
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w i th in  a n a r r a t i v e ,  th e  perfo rm ance  i n v a l i d a t e s  th e  e f f e c t s  of 
t h a t  a r t i s t i c  d e v ic e ,  and h i s  perform ance d isam b ig u a te s  th e  
l i t e r a t u r e .
But what o f  th e  p e rfo rm er  who, l i k e  some r e a d e r s ,  th rough 
o v e rz e a lo u sn e s s  w i l l f u l l y  am biguates  l i t e r a t u r e  which i s  n o t  t r u l y  
ambiguous? This  undoub ted ly  can and does happen when r e a d e r s  become 
ov e r  e a g e r  i n  t h e i r  s e a rc h in g s  f o r  m u l t ip le  meanings w i th in  any 
g iv en  t e x t .  Here a g a in ,  th e  i n t e r p r e t e r ' s  perfo rm ance  may w e l l  
n e g a te  th e  l i t e r a r y  s e l e c t i o n  i t s e l f .  Always we come back to  th e  
om nip resen t r u le  o f  p e rfo rm an ce ,  t h a t  th e  p e rfo rm er  must remain t r u e  
t o  th e  l i t e r a t u r e .  I f  am b igu ity  p la y s  a p a r t  i n  th e  l i t e r a t u r e ,  th en  
perform ance  must r e f l e c t  i t .  And i f  a s e l e c t i o n  c o n ta in s  no a m b ig u ity ,  
th e  perform ance  must no t superim pose  m u l t ip le  meanings upon i t .
The Problem
T his  s tu d y  i s  a c r i t i c a l  ex am in a tio n  and d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  th e  
concep t o f  n a r r a t i v e  am bigu ity  i n  o rd e r  to  i d e n t i f y  i t  in  s p e c i f i c  
works and i l l u m i n a t e  i t s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  to  and im port f o r  o r a l  p e r f o r ­
mance. In  an a t tem p t to  c l a r i f y  th e  t h e o r e t i c a l  f in d in g s  I  w i l l  then 
examine th e  m ajor n o v e ls  o f  John Hawkes i n  o rd e r  to  d is c o v e r  th e  
a m b ig u i t ie s  and see  how th e y  f u n c t io n  in  term s o f  pe rfo rm ance . I  w i l l  
i n v e s t i g a t e  sem an tic  a m b ig u ity  on ly  as i t  p ro v id e s  a fo u n d a tio n  f o r  
a p ro p e r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  n a r r a t i v e  am b ig u ity .  The s tu d y  seeks  to  
answer the  q u e s t i o n s :  (1) What i s  n a r r a t i v e  am bigu ity?  (2) How do
s c h o la r s  in  th e  f i e l d  o f  o r a l  pe rfo rm ance  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  i n t e r p r e t  
th e  con cep t o f  n a r r a t i v e  am bigu ity?  (3) How does t h i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n
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compare w i th  i t s  more f a m i l i a r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  d e l in e a t e d  by l i t e r a r y  
c r i t i c s ?  (4) What im p l i c a t i o n s  does n a r r a t i v e  am bigu ity  have fo r  
th e o ry  o f  perform ance  o f  l i t e r a t u r e ?  (5) How do th e  works o f  John 
Hawkes o f f e r  examples o f  th e s e  co n cep ts  i n  te rm s  of a p p l ie d  c r i t i c i s m  
and perform ance?
Sources
Sources f o r  th e  s tu d y  in c lu d e  a v a i l a b l e  d i s s e r t a t i o n s ,  th e s e s ,  
j o u r n a l  a r t i c l e s ,  and s c h o l a r l y  w r i t i n g s  which d i s c u s s  n a r r a t i v e  
am bigu ity  by w r i t e r s  i n  th e  f i e l d s  o f  o r a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  and l i t ­
e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m .  Supplem entary  so u rc e s  in c lu d e  w r i t i n g s  on am bigu ity  
and n a r r a t i v e  s t r u c t u r e  i n  any a l l i e d  f i e l d s  such a s  a e s t h e t i c s  and 
psychology  t h a t  I cou ld  l o c a t e  th rough  i n d i c e s ,  b i b l i o g r a p h i e s ,  and 
r e f e r e n c e  books. O ther  so u rc e s  in c lu d e  th e  n o v e ls  of John Hawkes 
and a v a i l a b l e  c r i t i c a l  commentary upon them.
C o n tr ib u to r y  S tu d ie s
To d a te  on ly  two m ajor s t u d i e s  e x i s t  t h a t  fo cu s  on th e  concep t
o f  n a r r a t i v e  am b ig u ity .  In  The Concept o f  A m biguity— th e  Example o f
James (1977), Shlom ith  Rimmon t h e o r e t i c a l l y  examines d i s j u n c t i v e
am bigu ity  and a p p l i e s  i t  t o  fo u r  works by Henry James. Few works
o th e r  th an  th o se  by James a r e  in c lu d e d ,  and Rimmon does n o t  c o n s id e r
c o n ju n c t iv e  am bigu ity  in  d e t a i l ,  no r does she  app ly  th e  concep t to
23th e  perform ance o f l i t e r a t u r e .  One o th e r  s tu d y ,  by R a lf  Norrman,
2 % a l f  Norrman, "T echn iques  o f  Ambiguity in  th e  F i c t i o n  o f  Henry 
Jam es ,"  A cta Academiae A b o en sis ,  Humaniora, s e r .  A, 54 (1977): 1 -197 .
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examines d e v ic e s  o f  a m b ig u ity  as  th e y  appear in  th e  works o f Henry 
James. No s t u d i e s  to  d a te  e x p lo re  John Hawkes’ s body o f  n a r r a t i v e  
f i c t i o n  as  a  so u rc e  o f  a m b ig u i ty ,  n o r  have I  uncovered  any s tu d y  
which fo c u se s  on t h e  perfo rm ance  o f  n a r r a t i v e  a m b ig u ity .
O rg a n iz a t io n
The f i r s t  c h a p te r  o f  t h i s  s tu d y  examines sem an tic  and n a r r a ­
t i v e  a m b ig u i t ie s  as  l i n g u i s t s  and l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s  p e rc e iv e  them. 
C hapter  I I  c o n s id e r s  t h e  p r a c t i c a l  and a e s t h e t i c  v a lu e s  of am bigu ity  
i n  l i t e r a t u r e .  The t h i r d  c h a p te r  c o n s id e r s  n a r r a t i v e  am b ig u ity  in  
t h e  f i e l d  o f  o r a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  C hapter  IV fo c u se s  on d e v ic e s  o f  
n a r r a t i v e  a m b ig u ity .  C h ap te r  V examines th e  perform ance o f  n a r r a t i v e  
a m b ig u ity .  The f i n a l  two c h a p te r s  i d e n t i f y  am b igu ity  in  th e  e a r ly  
and l a t e r  works o f  John Hawkes and su g g e s t  ways perform ance  can 
i l l u m i n a t e  th e  a m b ig u ity .  The c o n c lu s io n  p r e s e n t s  a summary o f the  
f in d in g s  and a g e n e r a l  r e c o n s id e r a t io n  o f  th e  perform ance of 
n a r r a t i v e  am b ig u ity .
CHAPTER I
SEMANTIC AND NARRATIVE AMBIGUITY
O bviously , a  g r e a t  d e a l  o f  r e c i p r o c i t y  e x i s t s  betw een th e  seman­
t i c  and n a r r a t i v e  f u n c t io n s  o f  a m b ig u i ty .^  A lthough t h i s  s tu d y  d e a l s  
w i th  n a r r a t i v e  a m b ig u i ty ,  a  f u l l e r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  sem an tic  ambi­
g u i ty  i s  n e c e s sa ry  background . The works o f  c e r t a i n  m ajor s c h o la r s  can 
p ro v id e  t h i s  n e c e s s a ry  in f o r m a t io n ;  Shlom ith  Rimmon, P h i l i p  W heelw right, 
Monroe B e a rd s le y ,  and Abraham Kaplan and E rn s t  Kris.^ The n e x t  s e c t i o n  
o f  t h i s  c h a p te r  w i l l  examine more c lo s e ly  sem an tic  am bigu ity  a s  s c h o la r s  
g e n e r a l ly  p e r c e iv e  i t ,  p o t e n t i a l  p roblem s a r i s i n g  from i t s  b ro a d ly  
conce ived  fo u n d a t io n ,  and e f f e c t s  o f t e n  confused  w ith  i t  such as  i r o n y ,  
v a g u en ess ,  and symbolism. The c h a p te r  w i l l  f i n a l l y  fo cu s  on s p e c i f i c  
d i f f e r e n c e s  between sem a n tic  and n a r r a t i v e  am b ig u ity .
Sem antic  Ambiguity
The American H e r i t a g e  D ic t io n a ry  d e f in e s  ’’ambiguous" as 
" s u s c e p t i b l e  o f  m u l t i p l e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n "  and " d o u b t fu l  o r  u n c e r t a i n . "
^1 use  th e  te rm s " v e r b a l , "  " l i n g u i s t i c , "  and " se m a n tic "  i n t e r ­
ch an g eab ly .  " N a r r a t i v e , "  used  i n  c o n ju n c t io n  w i th  am b ig u i ty ,  d en o tes  
a s e p a r a t e  f u n c t io n .
2 sh lom ith  Rimmon, The Concept o f  A m biguity—th e  Example o f  
Jam es . (Chicago: The U n iv e r s i ty  o f  Chicago P r e s s ,  1977); P h i l i p
W heelw righ t, The B urn ing  F o u n ta in : A Study i n  th e  Language o f  Symbol­
ism . (B loom ington: In d ia n a  U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1968); Abraham Kaplan and 
E r n s t  K r i s ,  " E s t h e t i c  A m b ig u ity ,"  P h i lo so p h y  and Phenom enolog ical Re­
s e a rc h  8 (March 1948): 415-35 ; Monroe C. B e a rd s le y ,  A e s t h e t i c s : Problems 
in  th e  P h ilo sophy  o f C r i t i c i s m .  (New York: H a rc o u r t ,  Brace & W orld, 1958).
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Noted l i n g u i s t  J .G . Kooij s u g g e s ts  t h a t  am b igu ity  in  everyday  
usage r e f e r s  to  th e  p r o p e r ty  o f  words and s e n te n c e s  which a l lo w s  
i n d i v i d u a l s  to  i n t e r p r e t  them in  a m u l t i p l i c i t y  o f  s e n se s  because  
i n s u f f i c i e n t  c lu e s  e x i s t  which m ight c l a r i f y  th e  meaning. As a 
r e s u l t ,  we have come to  e q u a te  th e  term  w ith  a l a c k  o f  c l a r i t y ,  and 
th e  p e j o r a t i v e  c o n n o ta t io n s  o r i g i n a l l y  a t t a c h e d  to  am bigu ity  by the  
a n c ie n t s  have co n tin u e d  i n  l i n g u i s t i c  th o u g h t .  Not s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  
l i n g u i s t s  l i k e  K o o ij ,  r e g a rd  am b ig u ity  as  a u b iq u i to u s  and unavo id ­
a b le  d e f i c i e n c y  in  n a t u r a l  la n g u ag e .  We see  sem a n tic  am b ig u ity  
o p e r a t in g  i n  words such as  " b a l l , "  " p i p e , "  and " w a lk ,"  and i n  a 
s e n te n c e  such as  "They a re  w a lk in g  d o g s ,"  a l l  o f  which have two o r  
more d i s t i n c t  meanings o u t  of c o n te x t .  "They a re  w a lk in g  d o g s ,"  
may connote  a group of dogs w a lk in g ,  where th e  word "w alk ing"  
f u n c t io n s  as an a d j e c t i v e ,  o r  a  group o f  p e o p le  who a re  t a k in g  
t h e i r  dogs f o r  e x e r c i s e ,  where "w alk ing"  fu n c t io n s  as a v e rb .  
L in g u is t  J e r r o l d  Katz d e s ig n a te s  t h i s  phenomenon as  " m u l t i p l i c i t y  
of s en se s  v e r s u s  u n iq u en ess  o f s e n s e , a n d  th e  e f f e c t  depends upon 
a la c k  o f  c l a r i f y i n g  c l u e s .  F r e q u e n t ly ,  am b ig u ity  a r i s e s  i n  spoken, 
b u t  n o t  w r i t t e n  la n g u ag e ,  as s ee n  in  B e l l o c ' s  b r i e f  poem: "When I
am dead , I  hope i t  may be s a i d : /  'H is  s i n s  were s c a r l e t ,  b u t  h i s  
books were r e a d . ' "  H ere , we canno t f u l l y  a p p r e c i a t e  th e  t o t a l
3
J .G . K o o ij ,  Ambiguity in  N a tu ra l  Language (Amsterdam: North
H o llan d  P u b l i s h in g  Company, 1 9 7 1 ) ,  p .  1.
^ J e r r o ld  J .  K a tz ,  Sem antic  Theory (New York: H arper & Row,
197 2 ),  p .  5.
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f l a v o r  o f  th e  d e l i g h t f u l  pun on the  words ’’r e d , ” " s c a r l e t , "  and 
" r e a d , "  u n le s s  we a c t u a l l y  h e a r  th e  l i n e s  o r a l i z e d .  M oreover, th e  
w r i t i n g  o f  th e  homonym n e g a te s  i t s  am b ig u ity .
From th e s e  examples we can se e  t h a t  what th e  l i n g u i s t  c a l l s  
" a m b ig u i ty ,"  "po lysem y,"  o r  mere "vagueness"  d i f f e r s  v a s t l y  from what 
Empson r e f e r s  t o  a s  " ty p e s  o f  a m b ig u i ty ."  Whereas Empson's typo logy  
a r i s e s  from the  p o in t  o f  view  o f  th e  communicative e f f e c t s  and t h e i r  
r e s u l t i n g  c o n t r i b u t io n  to  th e  g e n e r a l  t e x t u a l  s t r u c t u r e  o f  a poem.^ 
th e  l i n g u i s t ' s  concep t o f  am bigu ity  a r i s e s  on ly  i n  term s o f  human 
re sp o n se  t o  v e r b a l  c lu e s .
P s y c h o l in g u i s t s  have re s e a rc h e d  th e  phenomenon in  o rd e r  to  
d e l i n e a t e  h y p o th ese s  which e x p la in  how people  respond to  a m b ig u i ty .
Two such t h e o r i e s  e x p la in  am b igu ity  in  terms o f  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  r e ­
sponses  w here in  l i s t e n e r s  p ro ceed  th rough  a s e n te n c e  and compute only  
one i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  f o r  e ach  ambiguous c o n s t r u c t i o n  ("The Garden 
P a th  Theory") and w h ere in  a r i s i n g  a m b ig u i t ie s  in f l u e n c e  l i s t e n e r s  
t o  choose one s p e c i f i c  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  by th e  end o f  a c la u s e  ("The 
Many Meanings T h e o ry " ) .^  Most l i n g u i s t s  a g r e e ,  however, t h a t  th e  
b e s t  th e o ry  o f  a m b ig u ity ,  c a l l e d  "The Mixed T h eo ry ,"  e x p la in s  th e  
p s y c h o lo g ic a l  p ro c e s s e s  as  a com bina tion  o f  th e  two p re c e d in g  t h e o r i e s .  
This  h y p o th e s i s  s t a t e s  t h a t  when l i s t e n e r s  e n c o u n te r  a m b ig u ity ,  th e y
-*Kooij , pp . 122-23.
^ H erb e r t  H. C la rk  and Eve V. C la rk ,  Psychology and Language:
An I n t r o d u c t i o n  to  P s y c h o l in g u i s t i c s  (New York: H arco u r t  Brace
Jo v an o v ich ,  1977), pp. 80-82 .
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a u to m a t ic a l ly  a l lo w  s e v e r a l  p o s s i b l e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  because  
language  i s  n a t u r a l l y  ambiguous. C o n te x tu a l  c lu e s  th e n  guide them 
i n  com piling  in fo rm a t io n  which a l lo w s  them to  s e l e c t  one meaning as 
" c o r r e c t . "  I f ,  however, th e  am bigu ity  i s  a p p a r e n t ly  u n r e s o lv a b le , 
they  compensate by a r b i t r a r i l y  s e l e c t i n g  one meaning. But i f  l a t e r  
c o n te x tu a l  in fo rm a t io n  c o n t r a d i c t s  th e  i n i t i a l  chosen i n t e r p r e t a ­
t i o n ,  they  w i l l  th e n  t r y  t o  i n t e g r a t e  t h i s  new in fo rm a t io n  and 
compute a newly co m patib le  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , ^
Such t h e o r i e s  p ro v id e  on ly  minimal h e lp  f o r  th e  u n so p h is ­
t i c a t e d  layman i n  u n d e rs ta n d in g  th e  dynamic p ro c e ss  o f  r e a d in g  an 
ambiguous word or p h ra s e .  S c h o la rs  o u t s id e  th e  f i e l d  o f  l i n g u i s ­
t i c s  have a t te m p te d  to  i s o l a t e  and e x p la in  f a c t o r s  r e l a t i n g  to  
a m b ig u ity ,  e s p e c i a l l y  as  i t  f u n c t io n s  i n  l i t e r a t u r e .
G e n e ra l ly ,  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s  d i s c u s s  am b ig u ity  in  term s of 
m u l t i p l e  m eanings, s in c e  am b ig u ity  i s  always a m a t te r  o f  p o s s ib l e  
c h o ice s  and n o t  mere v ag u en ess .  C r i t i c s  f u r t h e r  d is c u s s  am bigu ity  
in  term s o f  m u l t ip l e  meanings each  o f  which i s  e q u a l ly  su p p o r te d  by 
d i f f e r e n t  s e t s  o f  c lu e s  w i th in  th e  l i t e r a t u r e .  We w i l l  see t h a t  
a n o th e r  p o s s i b i l i t y  f o r  t h i s  l i t e r a r y  d e v ic e  e x i s t s ,  one in  which 
am bigu ity  a l s o  a r i s e s  when no c lu e s  w i th in  th e  l i t e r a t u r e  su p p o r t  
any o f  th e  v a r io u s  m ean ings, y e t  th e  m u l t ip l e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  un­
d o u b te d ly  e x i s t .  Ambiguity  ach ie v e d  by t h i s  method fu n c t io n s  in  the  
same manner t h a t  sem an tic  am bigu ity  o p e ra te s  as l i n g u i s t s  d e s c r ib e
^C lark  and C la rk ,  p .  82.
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i t .  Thus we have a k in d  o f  dichotomy in  which l i t e r a r y  am bigu ity  
( g e n e r a l ly  r e f e r r i n g  to  one type  o f  m u l t ip l e  meaning e f f e c t )  may 
a r i s e  and d e r iv e  s u p p o r t  from many c lu e s  o r no c l u e s . However, we 
must f i r s t  r e a l i z e  t h a t  som eth ing  w i th in  th e  l i t e r a t u r e  must su g g es t
g
more than  one p o s s ib l e  meaning.
This  dichotomy r e c a l l s  the  American H e r i ta g e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f 
"ambiguous" and p o in t s  up an im p o r tan t  a sp e c t  o f  th e  e f f e c t .  Am­
b i g u i t y ,  as  we s h a l l  s e e ,  o p e r a te s  i n  bo th  language and l i t e r a t u r e  
in  which one o f  two th in g s  o c cu rs  a s  a r e s u l t  o f  i n t e r a c t i o n  between 
th e  t e x t  and r e a d e r .  F i r s t ,  am b igu ity  may provoke u n c e r t a i n t y  o f  
some k in d  because  o f  c o n t r a d i c t o r y  c lu e s  which g ive  r i s e  to  more th an  
one meaning. Or am b ig u ity  may cause  doubt w i th in  the  r e a d e r  because  
no c lu e s  e x i s t  which w i l l  p o s i t i v e l y  c l a r i f y  any meaning as  " c o r r e c t . "  
Thus am bigu ity  a r i s e s  b ecau se  c lu e s  a re  e q u iv o c a l  o r  because  no 
c lu e s  e x i s t .  The id e a  o f  u n c e r t a i n t y  i s  undoub ted ly  f a m i l i a r  to  
most r e a d e r s .  I f  we a r e  asked  to  s p e c i f y  w hether "walk" i s  a noun 
o r  ve rb  we must answer " I t  i s  am biguous,"  because  no c o n te x tu a l  
c lu e s  e x i s t  which would g ive  r i s e  to  c l a r i f i c a t i o n .  U n c e r ta in ty  
which a r i s e s  in  t h i s  manner may n o t  p r e s e n t  as  many o b s t a c l e s  to  
o u r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  a s  does u n c e r t a i n t y  which em anates from m u l t ip l e  
meanings growing ou t o f  c o n t r a d i c t o r y  c lu e s .  However, j u s t  th e  
o p p o s i te  may be e q u a l ly  t r u e .  We w i l l  see  by exam in ing  th e  n o v e ls  
o f  John Hawkes t h a t  some o f  th e  a m b ig u i t ie s  a r i s e  as a r e s u l t  o f  no
O
° I  w i l l  d i s c u s s  th e  ways i n  which th e  v a r io u s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  
a r i s e  in  d e t a i l  i n  C hap ter  IV.
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c lu e s  e x i s t i n g  w hich s u p p o r t  th e  d i f f e r e n t  p o s s ib l e  m eanings. H is 
books i n  many in s t a n c e s  seem im p e n e tra b le  because  they  c o n ta in  
a m b ig u i ty ,  b u t  th e n  o f f e r  no c lu e s  f o r  choosing  between th e  two o r  
more c h o ic e s .  For example i n  The Blood Oranges a m ajor c h a r a c te r  d ie s  
by h a n g in g . The t e x t  s u g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  hanging  i s  e i t h e r  a c c id e n ta l  
o r  s u i c i d a l .  We know t h a t  th e  two p o s s i b i l i t i e s  m u tu a l ly  exclude  
each  o t h e r ,  and y e t  th e  n a r r a t i v e  framework s u g g e s ts  b o th .  We 
f u r t h e r  r e a l i z e  t h a t  no f u r t h e r  c lu e s  e x i s t  which c o r r o b o r a te  e i t h e r  
p o s s i b i l i t y  as b e in g  c o r r e c t .  The im passe rem ains and we have no way 
o f  making a c h o ic e .
N o tice  t h a t  p u r p o s e f u l  am b igu ity  i s  n o t  synonymous w i th  n o t  
knowing. Ambiguity must in v o lv e  a r e a d e r  aw areness o f  more th an  one 
p o s s ib l e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  and an i n a b i l i t y  t o  chose one o f  them as 
" c o r r e c t . "  This  d e v ic e  would, th e n ,  n o t  in c lu d e  no t knowing what 
happens to  the  c h a r a c t e r s  a f t e r  th e  s t o r y  e n d s .  The l a t t e r  would 
be a s im p le  l a c k  o f  in f o r m a t io n ,  one which does n o t  su g g es t  two o r  
more p o s s ib l e  a l t e r n a t i v e s .  In  o rd e r  f o r  am bigu ity  to  o p e r a t e ,  we 
must have more than  a l a c k  o f in fo r m a t io n ;  we must a l s o  see  c l e a r l y  
t h a t  a l t e r n a t i v e s  o p e r a te  w i th in  th e  language o r  l i t e r a t u r e .  Only 
when two o r  more p o s s ib l e  meanings c l e a r l y  emerge w i l l  a r t i s t i c  
am b ig u ity  o p e r a te .  I t  may be t h a t  opposing  s e t s  o f  c lu e s  s u p p o r t  th e  
am bigu ity  (such a s  th e  works o f  Henry James ex em plify )  or i t  may be 
t h a t  t h e  t e x t  c r e a t e s  th e  am bigu ity  by n o t  o f f e r i n g  ev id en ce  to  
su p p o r t  any o f th e  p o s s i b l e  meanings (a s  in  th e  case  o f  some o f  John 
Hawkes' s  w orks) .
We can d i s c u s s  a m b ig u i ty ,  th e n ,  a s  one type o f  m u l t ip l e  mean­
in g .  But we must be c a r e f u l  n o t  t o  assume t h a t  a l l  m u l t i p l e  meaning
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e f f e c t s  and am b ig u ity  a r e  synonymous. " M u l t ip le  meaning" as  d e f in e d  
by Monroe B e a rd s le y ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  r e f e r s  to  d i s c o u r s e  which c o n ta in s  
b o th  p rim ary  and secondary  l e v e l s  o f  m eaning .^  These m u l t ip le  
meanings may a r i s e  by th e  use  o f  w ell-known l i t e r a r y  d e v ic e s  such as 
m etaphor, i r o n i c  s u g g e s t io n ,  symbolism, and d o u b le - e n te n d r e .
B e a rd s le y ,  l i k e  o t h e r s ,  o b j e c t s  to  u s in g  "am b ig u ity "  as  a s t r i c t  
e q u iv a l e n t  o f  " m u l t ip le  m ean ing ."  I n s t e a d ,  he r e s e r v e s  th e  term  f o r  
" l i n g u i s t i c  e x p re s s io n s  t h a t  a r e  d o u b t f u l  in  meaning because  they  
cou ld  have e i t h e r ,  b u t  n o t  b o th ,  o f  two p o s s i b l e  m e a n i n g s , w i t h  
no p r o v i s io n s  f o r  c h o o s in g  between them. G en era l ly  d e s ig n a t in g  
a m bigu ity  as " m u l t ip le  meaning" r a d i c a l l y  d i f f e r s  from B e a r d s le y 's  
d e f i n i t i o n ,  s in c e  many e f f e c t s  dependent upon m u l t ip l e  meanings c a l l  
f o r  no c h o ic e ,  and th e  v a r io u s  secondary  meanings may n e i t h e r  m u tu a lly  
e x c lu d e  each  o th e r  n o r  fu n c t io n  i n c o r r e c t l y .
These obv ious  d is a g re e m e n ts  over th e  "p ro p e r"  meaning o f  
am bigu ity  p o in t  to  a n o th e r  dichotomy i n  modern c r i t i c a l  te rm in o lo g y .  
F o llow ing  Kaplan and K r is ,w e  can c l a s s i f y  th e  s en se s  o f  "am b igu ity"  
i n t o  two m ajor t y p e s ,  c o n ju n c t iv e  and d i s j u n c t i v e .  Kaplan and K ris  
o f f e r  an e x c e l l e n t  c l a r i f i c a t i o n  o f  th e s e  te rm s . When c o n s id e re d  
w i th  Shlom ith  Rimmon's s tu d y  o f d i s j u n c t i v e  a m b ig u ity ,  t h e i r  
d i s c u s s io n  o f f e r s  a f a i r l y  s o l i d  view o f  am b ig u ity .  We must r e a l i z e ,  
however, t h a t  because  each c r i t i c  u ses  th e se  te rm s i n  an i n d iv id u a l i z e d
^B eard s ley  , p .  126.
■ ^B eard s ley , p . 126; see  a l s o  Rimmon, p . 10.
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manner, we must n o t  on ly  c l a r i f y  t h e i r  p e c u l i a r  meanings b u t  f i n a l l y  
o p e r a t i o n a l l y  d e f in e  each  te rm  a s  i t  seems b e s t  s u i t e d  f o r  i n t e g r a ­
t i o n  i n t o  th e  t o t a l  framework o f  t h i s  s tu d y .  The fo l lo w in g  d i s c u s s io n  
i s  a d e s c r i p t i o n - a n a l y s i s  o f  th e  c u r r e n t  te rm in o lo g y  o f c o n ju n c t iv e  
and d i s j u n c t i v e  a m b ig u i t ie s  based  on th e  d i s c u s s io n  by Kaplan and 
K r i s ^  fo llow ed  by a  b r i e f  e x p la n a t io n  o f  how t h e i r  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  
system  d i f f e r s  from th o se  o f  o th e r  m ajor c r i t i c s .
Kaplan and K r is  d e f in e  am b igu ity  g e n e r a l ly  as  a p a r t i c u l a r  
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  language  w here in  a l l  words e x h i b i t  m u l t ip le  c l u s ­
t e r s  o f  meanings (p . 4 16 ) . However, th e y  q u ic k ly  n o te  t h a t  th e  term  
am bigu ity  " i s  u s u a l ly  g iven  a n a rro w er  r e f e r e n c e ,  b e in g  in  f a c t  
r e s t r i c t e d  to  one o r  p e rh ap s  two . . . ty p e s  o f  am bigu ity  . . . 
( d i s j u n c t i v e  and . . . a l s o  c o n ju n c t iv e  a m b ig u i ty )"  (p . 416).
Though th ey  b eg in  by r e c o g n iz in g  t h i s  l i m i t a t i o n ,  th ey  u l t i m a t e l y  
group "am b ig u ity "  i n t o  f i v e  m ajo r c a t e g o r i e s :  i n t e g r a t i v e ,  a d d i t i v e ,
p r o j e c t i v e ,  c o n ju n c t iv e ,  and d i s j u n c t i v e  (pp. 4 1 6 -2 0 ) .  However, 
we w i l l  see  t h a t  i n  a c t u a l i t y  two ty p e s  ( a d d i t i v e  and i n t e g r a t i v e )  
a re  more p r e c i s e l y  ty p e s  o f  p l u r i s i g n a t i o n  (o r  a c o n ju n c t iv e  e f f e c t  
d e s c r ib e d  by P h i l i p  W heelw right)  and t h a t  p r o j e c t i v e  am bigu ity  i s  
r e a d e r  s u b j e c t i v i t y  and n o t  am b igu ity  a t  a l l .  They go on to  say :
A word to  which th e  r e sp o n se s  a re  d i f f u s e d — 
i . e . ,  no t grouped in  s h a r p ly  d i s t i n c t  c l u s t e r s  
— i s  o f t e n  d e s c r ib e d  a s  "vag u e" ; and a word 
evok ing  m u l t ip l e  c l u s t e r s  s im u l ta n e o u s ly  i s  
sometimes s a id  to  s i g n i f y  unambiguously a
• ^ A l l  o th e rw is e  u n i d e n t i f i e d  page numbers r e f e r  t o  th e  Kaplan 
and K r is  a r t i c l e .
24
"complex" meaning r a t h e r  th a n  to  be ambiguous.
(These case s  ro u g h ly  c o rre sp o n d  to  what we 
s h a l l  c a l l  . . . a d d i t i v e  and i n t e g r a t i v e  am­
b i g u i t i e s ,  r e s p e c t i v e l y . )  . . . th e s e  v a r io u s  
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  language  can be t r e a t e d  as 
g e n e r i c a l l y  i d e n t i c a l .  In  com pris ing  them a l l  
under th e  con cep t o f  a m b ig u i ty ,  we have r e f e r e n c e ,  
n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  to  u n c e r t a i n t y  o f  meaning, b u t  
t o  i t s  m u l t i p l i c i t y .  Thus c o n ce iv ed , am bigu ity  
i s  n o t  a d i s e a s e  o f  language  b u t  an a sp e c t  o f  
i t s  l i f e - p r o c e s s — a n e c e s s a ry  consequence o f  i t s  
a d a p t a b i l i t y  to  v a r i e d  c o n te x t s  (pp . 41 6 -1 7 ) .
They th u s  b eg in  w i th  th e  assum ption  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a g e n e r a l i z e d ,  
" a r c h e ty p a l "  am bigu ity  and t h a t  a continuum  e x i s t s  encompassing 
in d i v i d u a l  ty p es  of a m b ig u i t i e s  g e n e r a l ly  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  by the  
p e c u l i a r  forms o f  d i s c o u r s e  w i th in  which th e y  o c c u r .  This s t a t e ­
ment once a g a in  p o in t s  up th e  f a c t  t h a t  u n c e r t a i n t y  i s  n o t  n e c e s ­
s a r i l y  th e  same e f f e c t  a s  m u l t i p l i c i t y  o f  la n g u ag e . C e r t a i n l y ,  th e  
two e f f e c t s  r e l a t e ,  b u t  b ecau se  o f  th e  a n c ie n t  s t igm a  a t t a c h e d  to  
u n c e r t a i n t y  o r  la c k  o f  c l e a r n e s s ,  i t  seems t h a t  Kaplan and K r i s ,  l i k e  
o t h e r s ,  have approached  th e  con cep t o f  am bigu ity  in  term s o f m u l t ip le  
meanings in  o rd e r  to  e x o r c i s e  th e  p e j o r a t i v e  c o n n o ta t io n s  so long  
a s s o c i a t e d  w ith  i t .  I  con tend  t h a t  u n i n t e n t i o n a l  am bigu ity  may be 
"a  d i s e a s e  o f  language"  i n  some i n s t a n c e s ;  in  o t h e r s , n o ta b ly  
l i t e r a t u r e ,  p u rp o s e fu l  am b ig u ity  can be a  v a lu a b le  a r t i s t i c  t o o l .
C o n ju n c tiv e  Ambiguity 
L i n g u i s t i c a l l y ,  c o n ju n c t iv e  am bigu ity  r e f e r s  to  th e  emergence 
o f  s im u lta n eo u s  c l u s t e r s  o f  meanings b e in g  a t  once c o n t r o l l e d  by and 
c o n t r o l l i n g  th e  o v e r a l l  c o n te x t  o f  th e  s e n te n c e .  The meanings r e ­
main d i s t i n c t  y e t  c o n n ec ted  a s  th ey  su p p o r t  r a t h e r  than  c o n t r a d i c t  
each  o t h e r .  We canno t speak  a c c u r a t e l y  o f  th e  meaning o f  a word,
th e n ,  b u t  can p o in t  on ly  t o  a ran g e  o f  a p p r o p r ia t e  m eanings.
Kaplan and K r is  d e f in e  am bigu ity  a s  c o n ju n c t iv e  when " s e p a r a t e  mean­
in g s  a re  j o i n t l y  e f f e c t i v e  i n  th e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  [The meanings 
d i f f e r ,  y e t  do n o t  m u tu a l ly  e x c lu d e  each  o t h e r , ]  R ather  than  
o v e r la p p in g  o f c l u s t e r s ,  t h e r e  i s  b u t  a  s i n g l e  c l u s t e r  , . . [whose] 
m eanings, . . . a r e  . . . responded  to  c o n jo in t ly "  (p . 419).
O ther s c h o la r s  have d is c u s s e d  c o n ju n c t iv e  e f f e c t s  under d i f f e r e n t  
l a b e l s .
P l u r i s i g n a t i o n
Many c o n ju n c t iv e  e f f e c t s  f a l l  w i th in  th e  b ro a d e r  c a te g o ry  of 
what P h i l i p  W heelwright d e s ig n a te s  as " p l u r i s i g n a t i o n . "  Also 
l a b e l e d  "d oub le  meaning" and " c o m p le x i ty ,"  by Shlom ith  Rimmon, 
th e s e  e x p re s s iv e  symbols c a r ry  more than  one l e g i t i m a t e  r e f e r e n c e  
o r  c o n n o ta t io n .  W heelw right and o th e r s  d i s c u s s  t h i s  v e r b a l
phenomenon e s p e c i a l l y  as  i t  f u n c t io n s  a s  an i n t e g r a l  p a r t  o f
13p o e t r y .  Good p o e t r y ,  W heelwright m a in ta in s ,  s t r i v e s  f o r  sem an tic  
r i c h n e s s  and th u s  employs words whose " in te n d e d  meanings a re  l i k e l y  
to  be more o r  l e s s  m u l t i p l e ,  y e t  so fu sed  a s  to  produce an i n t e g r a l  
meaning which r a d i c a l l y  t r a n s c e n d s  th e  sum o f  th e  in g r e d ie n t  m eanings, 
and hence which d e f i e s  any a d eq u a te  a n a l y s i s  i n t o  m onosigna tive
^ K a p la n  and K r i s ,  p .  416. However, th ey  say  t h i s  i s  t r u e  o f  
a l l  words in  which any k in d  o f  m u l t ip l e  meaning o p e r a t e s ,
■^See, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  C lean th  B rooks, The Well-Wrought U rn ,
1947, a l th o u g h  he u ses  th e  te rm  i ro n y  and n o t  am b ig u ity .
com ponen ts .""^  W heelw right i s  q u ick  t o  p o in t  ou t t h a t  th e  m u l t ip le  
meanings o f  a  g iven  p l u r i s i g n  a re  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  a l l  th e  p o s s ib l e  
m eanings. The poem 's t o t a l  meaning in v o lv e s  " t e n s io n  betw een two 
o r  more d i r e c t i o n s  o f  sem an tic  s t r e s s . F o r  exam ple, a  poem may 
c o n ta in  words which s im u l ta n e o u s ly  evoke modern meanings and a n c ie n t  
m y th o lo g ic a l  ones a l l  o f  which c o r r e c t l y  f u n c t io n  w i th in  th e  c o n te x t  
o f  th e  poem. In  Samuel T a y lo r  C o le r id g e 's  "Work W ithout Hope," the  
l i n e s ,  "Yet w e l l  I  ken th e  banks where am aranths b lo w , /  Have t r a c e d  
t h e  fo u n t  whence s tream s  o f  n e c t a r  f lo w ,"  use  th e  words "am aran ths"  
and " n e c t a r , "  which may c o r r e c t l y  c a l l  t o  mind images o f l u s h ,  p a r a ­
d i s i a c a l  b e a u ty .  S i m i l a r l y ,  th o u g h yth e s e  p l u r i s i g n s  may evoke 
m y th o lo g ic a l  c o n n o ta t io n s  o f  e t e r n i t y  ("am aran ths"  b e in g  th e  f low er 
whose blooms n e v e r  p e r i s h )  and g o d l ik e n e s s  ( " n e c ta r "  b e in g  th e  
t r a d i t i o n a l  d r in k  o f  th e  gods in  Greek and Roman m y th o lo g y ) . Con­
s id e r e d  t o g e t h e r ,  t h e s e  p l u r i s i g n s  and t h e i r  c o n n o ta t io n s  evoke an 
a u ra  o f  m y th o lo g ic a l  b e a u ty  b lem ished  by th e  sad n ess  of th e  m o r ta ls  
th ey  d e s c r ib e .
A lthough W heelw right co in ed  th e  te rm  " p l u r i s i g n a t i o n , "  o th e r s  
have tak en  th e  te rm  and a l t e r e d  i t s  s t r i c t  meaning. Rimmon, f o r  
exam ple, e q u a te s  c o n ju n c t iv e  e f f e c t s ,  m u l t i p l e  m eanings, co m p le x i ty ,  
double  meaning, and p l u r i s i g n a t i o n ;  how ever, she s t i p u l a t e s  t h a t  none
■ ^ P h i l ip  W heelw righ t,  "S em an tics  and P o e t r y , "  P r in c e to n  
E n cyc loped ia  o f  P o e try  and P o e t i c s , e n l . ,  e d s ,  A lex Prem inger e t  a l . ,  
( P r in c e to n ,  P r in c e to n  U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1974), p .  760.
■^W heelwright, B urn ing  F o u n ta in , p .  81.
o f  th e s e  e f f e c t s  red u c es  t h e i r  v a r io u s  meanings t o  one u n d e r ly in g  one. 
I n s t e a d ,  she  a s s e r t s ,  th e s e  meanings m a in ta in  t h e i r  d i s t i n c t n e s s  and 
o p e ra te  c o n j o i n t l y ,  un fused  and s e p a r a t e d . ^  For h e r ,  th e n ,  p l u r i s i g ­
n a t io n  i s  c l o s e r  to  c o n ju n c t iv e  am bigu ity  a s  d e f in e d  by Kaplan and 
K r is  because  th e  meanings rem ain s e p a r a te  y e t  co n n ec ted .  But f o r  
W heelw righ t, p l u r i s i g n a t i o n  d i f f e r s  from t h a t  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  con­
j u n c t i v e  am b ig u ity .  This  b a s ic  d i f f e r e n c e  between h e r  uses  o f  th e  
te rm  and W h ee lw rig h t 's  a p p a r e n t ly  s tem s from h e r  background in  lo g ic  
which employs th e  term  " c o n jo in "  i n  a s p e c i a l i z e d  manner.
Kaplan and K r is  l o c a t e  c o n ju n c t iv e  am bigu ity  somewhere between 
Rimmon's d e s c r i p t i o n  and W h ee lw r ig h t 's  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  p l u r i s i g n a t i o n .  
The r e a d e r  must r e c o g n iz e  two o r  more d i s t i n c t  m eanings, b u t  even­
t u a l l y  respond  to  them c o n j o i n t l y .  Kaplan and K r is  remind us t h a t  
our u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  i ro n y  o p e ra te s  in  t h i s  way, though i t  i s  n o t 
am b igu ity  (p. 4 19 ) . A p p a re n t ly ,  th e n ,  th e  use  o f  th e  words "co n ju n c ­
t i v e "  and " c o n jo in "  v a r i e s  depending  upon th e  u s e r .  For Rimmon 
" c o n ju n c t iv e "  does n o t  mean a j o i n i n g  to g e th e r  i n t o  a u n i f i e d  w hole, 
b u t  r a t h e r  a j u x t a p o s i t i o n i n g  o f  two o r  more a l t e r n a t i v e s  which r e t a i n  
t h e i r  un ique i n d i v i d u a l i t y  and i d e n t i t y .  For Kaplan and K r i s ,  on th e  
o th e r  hand, " c o n jo in "  a p p a r e n t ly  i n d i c a t e s  a r e c o g n i t io n  o f  two o r 
more meanings t h a t  e v e n tu a l ly  a l lo w  us t o  respond to  th e  o v e r a l l  mean­
in g  i n  a u n i f i e d ,  i n t e g r a t e d  manner. For them, i t  does n o t  m a t te r  
w he ther  o r  n o t  th e  i n d i v i d u a l  meanings j o i n  and lo s e  t h e i r  i d e n t i t y
^Rimmon, p. 21. N o t ic e ,  to o ,  t h a t  she  acknowledges t h a t  some 
c o n ju n c t iv e  e f f e c t s  may red u ce  t h e i r  p a r t s  t o  w ho les.
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( though th e y  l a t e r  s t i p u l a t e  t h a t  t h e  meanings do rem ain d i s t i n c t ,  b u t  
c o n n e c te d ) .  Our re sp o n se s  to  th e s e  s e p a r a t e  e lem en ts  i s  th e  key. 
W heelwright goes f u r t h e r  in  a s s e r t i n g  t h a t  in  p l u r i s i g n a t i o n ,  the  
i n d i v i d u a l  e lem en ts  them selves  d i s a p p e a r ,  becoming one w ith  th e  o th e r .  
A ccording  to  W heelw righ t, we can no lo n g e r  i d e n t i f y  th e  v a r io u s  
e lem en ts  t h a t  go i n t o  th e  com position  o f  th e  o v e r a l l  meanings. For 
Kaplan and K r i s ,  however, th e  d i s t i n c t  e lem en ts  remain s e p a r a b le ,  
bu t co n n ec te d ,  whereas f o r  Rimmon, th e  e lem en ts  c o - e x i s t  b u t  n ever  
c o n jo in  a t  a h ig h e r  l e v e l .  For ou r pu rp o ses  " c o n ju n c t iv e  am bigu ity"  
w i l l  r e f e r  t o  a  g e n e r a l  c a te g o ry  in c lu d in g  ca se s  in  which th e  mean­
in g s  m a in ta in  t h e i r  d i s t i n c t i v e n e s s  and case s  i n  which th ey  j o i n .
Thus, in  our v iew , " p l u r i s i g n a t i o n "  i s  r e a l l y  one k in d  o f con junc ­
t i v e  e f f e c t .  W hatever th e  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  p l u r i s i g n a t i o n  
does f u n c t io n  as  a ty p e  o f  m u l t i p l e  meaning, one q u i t e  s i m i l a r  to  
c o n ju n c t iv e  a m b ig u ity .
D is ju n c t iv e  Ambiguity
D is ju n c t iv e  am b igu ity  a r i s e s  when d i s t i n c t l y  s e p a r a te  meanings 
fu n c t io n  as  m u tu a l ly  e x c lu s iv e  a l t e r n a t i v e s . ^  The d e f in in g  f e a tu r e  
o f  d i s j u n c t i v e  am bigu ity  i s  i t s  e q u iv o c a l  c o n s t r u c t i o n  which c a l l s  
f o r  two o r  more i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  each  o f  which e x c lu d e s  th e  o th e r .  
Because th e  am bigu ity  depends on e q u iv o c a l  c o n s t r u c t i o n ,  as  Kaplan
1 ^Kaplan and K r i s ,  p .  417; see  a l s o  B e a rd s le y ,  p .  126 and 
Rimmon, p . 10. Note , to o ,  t h a t  B e a rd s le y ,  Rimmon, and W heelwright 
re g a rd  d i s j u n c t i v e  am b igu ity  as  th e  on ly  " t r u e "  k in d .
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and K r is  p o i n t  o u t ,  we may i n t e r p r e t  "The Duke y e t  l i v e s  t h a t  Henry 
s h a l l  depose" i n  two w ays, b u t  each  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  e x c lu d e s  th e  o th e r  
(p . 4 17 ) . Rimmon has  gone on to  expand t h i s  d i s c u s s io n  i n  h e r  book, 
The Concept o f  A m biguity— th e  Example o f  James (1977). In  t h i s  
p e n e t r a t i n g  work, she  d iv id e s  th e  s tu d y  i n t o  two p a r t s ,  th e  f i r s t  a 
t h e o r e t i c a l  approach  t o  d i s j u n c t i v e  am b ig u ity  i n  which she d e l im i t s  
and examines th e  con cep t and d e s c r ib e s  th e  ways i n  which i t  o p e ra te s  
a t  th e  l e v e l  o f  n a r r a t i v e  s t r u c t u r e ,  and second , a p r a c t i c a l  a p p l i c a ­
t i o n  o f  t h i s  d e s c r i p t i v e  t o o l  to  an  a n a l y s i s  o f  fo u r  works by Henry 
Jam es.
Rimmon h a s  p u l l e d  from a r t  an example which h e lp s  to  c l a r i f y  
the  con cep t o f  d i s j u n c t i v e  am bigu ity  f u r t h e r .  The well-known draw ing 
o f  th e  r a b b i t  and th e  duck i s  a v i s u a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  t h i s  q u a l i t y  
which a l s o  o ccu rs  in  language  and l i t e r a t u r e .  In  th e  d raw ing , an 
i n d i v i d u a l  views e i t h e r  th e  r a b b i t  o r  th e  duck b u t  n o t  bo th  s im u l­
ta n e o u s ly ,  so t h a t  t h e  p i c t u r e  rem ains  a  c u r io u s  s ta l e m a te  i n  which 
th e  f i g u r e s  a l t e r n a t e  i n c e s s a n t l y .  We cou ld  compare c o n ju n c t iv e  
am bigu ity  in  W hee lw righ t’s s e n s e  to  a p i c t u r e  o f  a  g r i f f i n  in  which 
th e  e a g le  and th e  l i o n  t o g e t h e r  c r e a t e  th e  an im a l.  When we see  th e  
p i c t u r e  we do n o t  p e r c e iv e  e i t h e r  th e  e a g le  o r  th e  l i o n ,  b u t  b o th  
to g e th e r  co n jo in ed  as th e  g r i f f i n .  Th is  s ta l e m a te  s i t u a t i o n  i n  d i s ­
j u n c t i v e  am bigu ity  i s  th e  key to  u n d e rs ta n d in g  i t  i n  bo th  language  
and l i t e r a t u r e ,  f o r  d i s j u n c t i v e  am b ig u ity  c r e a t e s  an im passe w here in  
th e  r e a d e r  cannot h o ld  b o th  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  a t  o n ce ,  though he 
r e a l i z e s  t h a t  no c lu e s  e x i s t  which a l lo w  him to  choose one i n t e r p r e t a ­
t i o n  ov e r  th e  o t h e r .  Thus th e  u n r e s o lv a b le  a m b ig u ity  f o r c e s  him to
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v a c i l l a t e  c o n t in u o u s ly  betw een  th e  two c o n t r a d i c t o r y  r e a d in g s .  In
e x p la in in g  th e  r a b b i t - d u c k  draw ing and o th e r  v i s u a l  a m b ig u i t i e s ,
a e s t h e t i c i a n  E. H. Gombrich p o in t s  ou t t h a t  th e  a r t i s t  c r e a t e s  such
am bigu ity  by o m i t t i n g  u n e q u iv o ca l  in fo rm a t io n  and in c lu d in g  con- 
18f l i c t i n g  c l u e s .  In  t h i s  same way, th e  w r i t e r  c r e a t e s  one type  o f
l i t e r a r y  a m b ig u ity .  For Rimmon, th e n ,  d i s j u n c t i v e  am bigu ity  i s  in
19f a c t  a " c o n ju n c t io n "  o f  e x c lu s iv e  d i s j u n c t s  t h a t  can n e v e r  be 
r e s o lv e d  o r u n i f i e d  i n t o  a s i n g l e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  In  l i t e r a t u r e
20t h i s  ty p e  o f am b ig u ity  w a r ra n ts  ch o ice  b u t  r e n d e r s  i t  im p o s s ib le .
Her d e f i n i t i o n  p r o h i b i t s  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  p l u r i v o c a l i t y , f o r  on ly  
when c o n f ro n te d  w i th  e q u a l ly  t e n a b l e ,  though in c o m p a t ib le ,  a l t e r n a ­
t i v e s  do we have what Rimmon c a l l s  d i s j u n c t i v e  a m b ig u ity .  R a d ic a l ly  
opposing  p l u r i s i g n a t i o n  o r  c o n ju n c t iv e  t h e o r i e s  which o f f e r  combined 
meanings t h a t  complement each o th e r  o r  c o n jo in  a t  a h ig h e r  l e v e l  to
r e s o lv e  th e  seem ing a m b ig u i ty ,  h e r  d e f i n i t i o n  r e s t r i c t s  am b igu ity
21to  a "doub le  system  of m u tu a l ly  e x c lu s iv e  c l u e s . "  By d e f in in g  
a m bigu ity  i n  t h i s  manner, she e l im in a te s  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t
H. Gombrich, A r t  and I l l u s i o n : A Study i n  th e  Psychology
o f  P i c t o r i a l  R e p r e s e n ta t i o n , 3d e d . ,  (London; Phaidon P r e s s ,  1968), 
pp . 222, 238-42 , and 260. Examine a l s o  M.C. E s c h e r ’ s N ight and 
Day.
■^Rimmon, p . 27,
20AUB e a rd s le y ,  however, p o in t s  ou t t h a t  in  la n g u ag e ,  an ambi­
guous word o r s ta te m e n t  may o f t e n  be re n d e re d  l u c id  w i th in  th e  
c o n te x t  so t h a t  we need n o t  choose .
21Rimmon, p .  12,
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t h e  s o u rc e  i s  in  th e  r e a d e r  and i s  t h e r e f o r e  r e l a t e d  to  t h a t  taboo  of
22New C r i t i c i s m ,  th e  A f f e c t iv e  F a l l a c y .  I n s t e a d ,  th e  t e x t  and n o t  th e  
r e a d e r ' s  psyche c o n ta in s  th e  am b ig u i ty .  S i m i l a r l y ,  i t s  d e f in in g  
p r o p e r t i e s  e l im in a t e  th e  sometimes d e ro g a to ry  sen se  o f  vagueness  as 
an i n t e g r a l  p a r t  o f  a m b ig u i ty ,  s in c e  we c h a r a c t e r i z e  vagueness  by
23"h o v e r in g "  r a t h e r  th an  d i s t i n c t  and m u tu a lly  e x c lu s iv e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s .
D is ju n c t iv e  a m b ig u i ty ,  th e n ,  i s  one e f f e c t  t h a t  we can p e rc e iv e  
i n  language  a s  w e l l  as  in  l i t e r a t u r e .  In  l i t e r a t u r e  i t  p r e s e n t s  
complex and unique c h a l l e n g e s  t o  th e  r e a d e r  which we w i l l  d i s c u s s  in  
th e  n e x t  c h a p te r .
In  summary, we can f in d  su p p o r t  f o r  a g e n e r a l  d e f i n i t i o n  o f 
am b ig u ity  n e i t h e r  as  narrow  as Rimmon's n o r  as  g e n e r a l iz e d  as o th e r  
s c h o la r s  have s u g g e s te d .  We can j u s t i f i a b l y  c o n s id e r  am bigu ity  as 
a c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  o f  e f f e c t s  which can be th o u g h t of a s  a s u b s e t  o f  
m u l t i p l e  meaning i n c lu d in g  c o n ju n c t iv e  and d i s j u n c t i v e  e f f e c t s .  
C o n ju n c tiv e  a m b ig u ity  r e f e r s  to  two o r more meanings which a re  no t 
m u tu a l ly  e x c lu s iv e  and which may o r  may n o t j o i n  a t  a h ig h e r  l e v e l .  
D i s ju n c t iv e  a m b ig u i ty ,  on th e  o th e r  hand , r e f e r s  to  two o r  more 
meanings which a re  e q u a l ly  t e n a b le  b u t  m u tu a lly  e x c lu s iv e .  The 
am bigu ity  must in v o lv e  two o r  more meanings b u t  th e  developm ent 
o f  th e  a m b ig u ity  may d i f f e r  as to  w he ther o r  n o t  c lu e s  e x i s t  w i th in
22This  i s  no t t o  s u g g e s t  t h a t  th e  r e a d e r  p la y s  no r o l e  in  th e  
c r e a t i o n ^ o f  a m b ig u i ty ,  a s  we s h a l l  examine in  C hap ter  I I .
2^Rimmon, p . 20.
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th e  l i t e r a t u r e  to  s u p p o r t  th e  p o s s ib l e  m eanings. In  o th e r  w ords, we 
may c l a s s i f y  am bigu ity  as  an e f f e c t  p o in t in g  to  doubt o r  u n c e r t a i n t y ,  
because  many c lu e s  o r  no c lu e s  a re  p ro v id ed  which might c l a r i f y  th e  
e x a c t  meaning. This  l a t t e r  nuance o f  am bigu ity  i s  s t r o n g ly  
su g g es te d  by some o f  the  n o v e ls  o f  John Hawkes, which a re  f u l l  o f  
in s t a n c e s  where two o r  more p o s s i b i l i t i e s  emerge, y e t  no c lu e s  
su p p o r t  any i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .
E f f e c t s  O ften  In te rc h a n g e d  With Ambiguity 
Because many p eop le  t r e a t  cognate  v e r b a l  phenomena such as  
i ro n y  and symbolism as in te r c h a n g e a b le  w ith  am bigu ity  in  th e  sen se  o f  
"h av ing  more th an  one m ean ing ,"  th e  f u n c t io n a l  p r e c i s i o n  o f  th e  
c r i t i c a l  te rm in o lo g y  d im in is h e s ,  s in c e  cognate  phenomena provoke 
d i f f e r e n t  e f f e c t s  and r e s p o n se s  th a n  does am b ig u ity .  Keeping in  
mind th e  fundam enta l d i s t i n c t i o n  between c o n ju n c t iv e  and d i s ju n c ­
t i v e  a m b ig u i t i e s ,  and w h e th er  th e  am bigu ity  a r i s e s  because  o f  no 
c lu e s  o r  because  o f  c o n f l i c t i n g  c lu e s ,  we may p r o f i t  by d i f f e r e n t i a t -
O /
in g  th e s e  types  o f  " a m b ig u i ty -p ro p e r"  from t h e i r  v a r io u s  cog n a te  
c o u n t e r p a r t s .  By exam ining  th e s e  c o g n a te s ,  we may come to  u n d e rs tan d  
how each d i f f e r s  from t r u l y  ambiguous e f f e c t s .
S u b je c t iv e  r e a d in g s
We o f t e n  confuse  r e a d e r  s u b j e c t i v i t y  w ith  a m b ig u i ty -p r o p e r ,  
a l th o u g h  i t  more p r e c i s e l y  r e f e r s  to  th o se  r e s p o n s e s  and a s p e c t s
^ 1  have a d ap ted  t h i s  te rm  from Rimmon,
33
o f  th e  a e s t h e t i c  p ro c e s s  t h a t  each  in d i v i d u a l  r e a d e r  b r in g s  to  th e
v e r b a l  s t r u c t u r e .  C e r ta in  immediate l i f e  e x p e r ie n c e s  may a f f e c t  a
r e a d e r ’ s re sp o n se s  t o  a p a r t i c u l a r  word o r  s e n te n c e ,  p rovok ing  what
a p p ea r  to  be " m u l t ip le  m ean in g s ,"  b u t  a r e  in  f a c t  r e sp o n se s  lo c a t e d
25i n  th e  r e a d e r  and no t in  th e  v e r b a l  s t r u c t u r e .  For exam ple, a 
r e a d e r  r e c e n t l y  b e reaved  o f  a spouse may d e r iv e  c o n n o ta t io n s  o f  d e a th  
from a s e n te n c e  c o n ta in in g  th e  word " b la c k ,"  a l th o u g h  l i n g u i s t i c  norms 
deny t h i s  a s  a  l e g i t i m a t e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  In  t h i s  way, th e  i n d i v i ­
d u a l  " re a d s  i n to "  th e  word an i n c o r r e c t  meaning, one o p e r a t iv e  only  
f o r  him a t  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  moment. I .A ,  R ich ard s  in  d i s c u s s in g
p o e t r y  has  a p t ly  l a b e l e d  one a s p e c t  o f  r e a d e r  s u b j e c t i v i t y  as
26mnemonic i r r e l e v a n c i e s . These " i n t r u s i o n s , "  as he c a l l s  them, 
r e s u l t  from th e  r e a d e r ’s p e r s o n a l  rem in d e rs  o f  p a s t  r e v e r b e r a t i o n s  
o r  e r r a t i c  a s s o c i a t i o n s  which i n  a l l  l i k e l i h o o d  have n o th in g  to  do 
w ith  th e  word o r  p h ra s e .  Though m is le a d in g ,  they  remain pow erfu l 
and p e rv a s iv e  e f f e c t s  in  th e  l i t e r a r y  e x p e r ie n c e .
Kaplan and K r is  i d e n t i f y  t h i s  same phenomenon as a ty p e  of 
am b igu ity  th e y  c a l l  " p r o j e c t i v e "  (p . 4 2 1 ) .  However, they  them selves
This phenomenon d i f f e r s  from r e a d e r  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  am bigu ity  
which i s  a  n e c e s sa ry  and l e g i t i m a t e  a s p e c t  o f  t r u e  am b ig u ity .  In  
th e  fo rm er case  th e  i n d i v i d u a l  superim poses  th e  u n c e r t a i n t y  on to  the  
t e x t — th e  t e x t  i t s e l f  c o n ta in s  no l i n g u i s t i c  c lu e s  s u g g e s t in g  any 
ty p e  o f  a m b ig u ity .  In  th e  l a t t e r  c ase  th e  t e x t  i t s e l f  c o n ta in s  
c lu e s  which su g g es t  m u l t ip l e  meanings and depend upon r e c o g n i t io n  
o f  them by th e  r e a d e r .
^ I . A .  R ic h a rd s ,  P r a c t i c a l  C r i t i c i s m  (New York; H a rc o u r t ,
Brace & W orld, 192 9 ) ,  p ,  13.
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e q u iv o c a te  as to  w he ther  o r  n o t  t h i s  i s  a  l e g i t i m a t e  ty p e  o f  am­
b i g u i t y .  The te rm  as  th e y  view i t  r e f e r s  to  s i t u a t i o n s  i n  which 
" c l u s t e r i n g  i s  m in im al, so  t h a t  re sp o n se s  va ry  a l t o g e t h e r  w ith  th e  
i n t e r p r e t e r  . . . .  th e  meanings found b e in g  in  f a c t  imposed—p ro ­
j e c t e d —by th e  i n t e r p r e t e r "  (p . 4 21 ) . The r e a l  re a so n  f o r  in c lu d in g  
t h i s  " ty p e "  o f  am bigu ity  i n t o  t h e i r  schema i s  to  r e v e a l  i t s  impor­
ta n c e  i n  te rm s of " s t a n d a r d s . "  " P r o j e c t iv e "  am bigu ity  w i th  i t s  
im p l i c a t io n s  o f  r e a d e r  s u b j e c t i v i t y  s e t s  " i n  r e l i e f  th e  ’o b j e c t i v i t y '  
. . . o f  th e  o th e r  a m b ig u i t i e s "  (p . 421). Thus we do n o t  " re ad  
i n t o "  th e  t e x t  th e  o th e r  ty p e s  o f  am bigu ity  d is c u s s e d  i n  th e  e a r l i e r  
p o r t i o n  o f  t h i s  c h a p te r ;  i n s t e a d ,  as we have p o in te d  o u t ,  th e y  occur 
as an in h e r e n t  p a r t  o f  th e  t e x t .
The main d i f f e r e n c e  between s u b j e c t i v i t y  and am bigu ity  a c c o rd ­
in g  to  Rimmon l i e s  in  th e  degree  o f  r e a d e r  i n t e r a c t i o n .  While bo th
27phenomena in v o lv e  i n t e r a c t i o n  between th e  r e a d e r  and th e  t e x t ,
r e a d e r  s u b j e c t i v i t y  i n d i c a t e s  much s t r o n g e r  in te rd e p e n d e n c y ,  s i n c e ,
h e r e ,  th e  r e a d e r  s e l e c t s  meanings a c c o rd in g  to  h i s  i n d i v i d u a l
2 ftp s y c h ic  p r e d i s p o s i t i o n s .  A m biguity , on th e  o th e r  h an d , e x i s t s  
as an o b j e c t iv e  e lem en t o f  th e  language  i t s e l f .  For exam ple, 
B ea rd s le y  s u g g e s ts  the  d i s t i n c t i v e l y  ambiguous q u a l i t y  t h a t  e x i s t s  
i n  th e  se n te n c e  "He r e n t s  th e  h o u s e ,"  s in c e  a man cannot
2 7For a d i s c u s s io n  o f  r e a d e r  i n t e r a c t i o n  in  ambiguous l i t e r a ­
t u r e  s e e  below C hap ter I I .
^®This i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  c l o s e l y  a k in  to  W in sa tt  and B e a r d s le y 's  
d i s c u s s io n  o f th e  A f f e c t iv e  F a l l a c y ,
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s im u l ta n e o u s ly  pay r e n t  f o r  and a c c e p t  r e n t  f o r  a  s i n g l e  h o u s e , ^  Even 
though th e  d i s j u n c t i v e  am b ig u ity  t h a t  o p e r a te s  i n  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  s en ­
te n c e  w i l l  p ro b a b ly  d i s a p p e a r  once we see  th e  s e n te n c e  i n  c o n te x t ,  th e  
d i s j u n c t i v e  am b ig u ity  e x i s t s  as an o b j e c t i v e  e lem ent o f  language  and 
n o t  as a r e s u l t  o f  r e a d e r  s u b j e c t i v i t y ,  Problems a r i s e  when we i n t e r ­
change t h i s  c o g n a te  w i th  a m b ig u i ty ,  s in c e  we th en  a p p a r e n t ly  condone
30any and a l l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s .
Ambivalence
Ambivalence, u n l ik e  am b ig u i ty ,  r e f e r s  to  th e  c o e x is te n c e  o f  
c o n t r a s t i n g  r e a d e r  a f f e c t i v e  s t a t e s  w he ther  o r  n o t  they  o p e ra te  as 
a l e g i t i m a t e  f u n c t io n  o f  t h e  word, p h r a s e ,  o r  s e n te n c e .  Ambiva­
le n c e  i s  a nuance o f  s u b j e c t i v i t y  which fo c u se s  on a t t i t u d e s  r a t h e r  
th an  r e s p o n s e s . For exam ple, t h e  word "m other"  may c a l l  up e n t i r e l y  
d i f f e r e n t  a t t i t u d e s  and em otions  in  two d i f f e r e n t  r e a d e r s ,  w hether 
a p p r o p r i a t e  o r  n o t .  To th e  abused c h i l d ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  th e  word 
"m other" may evoke f e e l i n g s  of h a t r e d  so  i n t e n s e  t h a t  they  o b v ia te  
any o b je c t i v e  r e a c t i o n  to  th e  lan g u ag e .  The s t e r e o t y p i c  "mama’s 
b a b y ,"  may s i m i l a r l y  e x h i b i t  u n re s o lv a b le  c o n f l i c t i n g  a t t i t u d e s  
which d i s a l lo w  p ro p e r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  th e  language  in  q u e s t io n .  
Ambivalence o f  any k in d  c lo u d s  and o b scu res  th e  a p p r o p r i a t e  o v e r a l l  
e f f e c t  of t h e  la n g u ag e , and th e  p e c u l i a r  a f f e c t i v e  s t a t e  o f  th e  
r e a d e r  shou ld  n o t  a l t e r  i t s  f u n c t io n .
29B e a rd s le y ,  p .  145- 
^Rimmon, p .  18.
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We m ust, however, d i f f e r e n t i a t e  between r e a d e r  and sp ea k e r  
a m biva lence . We can  l i m i t  what we have  d is c u s s e d  s o l e l y  to  th e  
sp h e re  o f  th e  r e a d e r  o f  th e  la n g u ag e .  In  l i t e r a t u r e ,  an added 
d im ension  e x i s t s  i n  w hich  th e  c r e a t e d  sp ea k e r  o r  p e rso n a  may a l s o  
e x h i b i t  am b iva lence . C r i t i c s  g e n e r a l ly  su p p o r t  am biva lence  in  th e  
sp e a k e r  because  i t  ex ten d s  th e  d e n s i t y  and co m plex ity  o f  th e  work. 
However, r e a d e r  am bivalence  i s  a v i r t u e  on ly  i f  i t  p a r a l l e l s  t h a t  
o f  th e  s p e a k e r ,  and n o t  i f  t h e  r e a d e r ' s  p e r s o n a l  a t t i t u d e  i n t e r ­
f e r e s  w i th  th e  l i t e r a r y  e f f e c t .  A m bivalence, th e n ,  e x i s t s  p r im a r i l y  
as a r e s u l t  o f  th e  r e a d e r ' s  a t t i t u d e s  toward som eth ing . C e r t a i n ly ,  
am b igu ity  may o p e ra te  i n  c o n ju n c t io n  w i th  am b iv a len ce ,  b u t  we can 
b e t t e r  u n d e rs tan d  them as b e in g  f u n c t i o n a l l y  in d e p e n d e n t .
Vagueness
With t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f th e  te rm  " v a g u e n e ss ,"  we en co u n te r  
a lm os t as many problem s i n  d e f i n i t i o n  a s  w i th  th e  te rm  "am b ig u ity "  
i t s e l f .  Used in  th e  t y p i c a l  e v a l u a t i v e  s e n s e ,  vagueness  may r e s u l t  
from e i t h e r  i n e p t  a u t h o r i a l  s t y l e  o r  o u r  own c a r e l e s s  r e a d in g  o f  th e  
t e x t .  But some s c h o la r s  e q u a te  vagueness  w ith  th e  W heelw righ tian  
co n cep t  o f  " s o f t  f o c u s . A s  R o b er t  I .  B in n ic k  s a i d  i n  an ad d re ss  
to  th e  members o f  th e  Chicago L i n g u i s t i c  S o c ie ty ,  "A su rvey  o f 
r e c e n t  l i t e r a t u r e  has  convinced  me t h a t  I am n o t  th e  on ly  one who i s  
vague abou t what am b ig u ity  i s ,  how i t  d i f f e r s  from v a g u en ess ,  and
■^See below pp . 38-40 f o r  a d i s c u s s io n  o f  t h i s  c o n ce p t .
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about what r o l e  b o th  have to  p la y  , . . i n  . . . s e m a n t i c s . " 32 And 
so we f in d  t h a t  "v ag u en ess"  i s  i t s e l f  a vague word "used  lo o s e l y ,
’v a g u e ly ’ . . .  ’ to  ap p ly  to  any k in d  o f  lo o s e n e s s ,  in d e te rm in a c y ,
33o r  l a c k  o f  c l a r i t y . ” ' The p rob lem , reco g n ize d  by B inn ick  in v o lv e s  
th e  a c u te  l a c k  o f  c l a r i t y  o f  and d i s t i n c t i o n  betw een th e  ve ry  term s 
which d e f in e  vagueness and am bigu ity  and o th e r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  
lan g u ag e . In  o rd e r  t o  com pensate , many s c h o la r s  have begun o p e ra ­
t i o n a l l y  d e f in in g  te rm in o lo g y  i n  q u e s t io n .  This p r a c t i c e  does no t 
im p ly ,  however, t h a t  th e s e  s c h o la r s  ig n o re  p a s t  d e f i n i t i o n s ,  o r  t h a t  
th e y  d is c o u n t  them, bu t r a t h e r  t h a t  they  have r e f i n e d  them f o r  t h e i r
Q /
s p e c i f i c  p u rp o se s .  L i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s  Rimmon, Norrman, S ta n fo r d ,  and 
W heelwright a l l  have r e a l i z e d  th e  n e c e s s i t y  f o r  c l a r i f i c a t i o n  o f  t h e i r  
c r i t i c a l  v o cab u la ry  and have fo rm u la ted  c l e a r e r  d em arca tio n s  o f  th e  
te rm  "vagueness"  i n  o rd e r  to  d i f f e r e n t i a t e  i t  from a m b ig u ity .  Rimmon 
and Norrman b o th  e q u a te  vagueness  w ith  " in d e te r m in a c y ,"  b u t  Rimmon 
f u r t h e r  s u g g e s ts  t h a t  we can use th e  te rm  in  two ways. F i r s t ,  vague­
n e ss  im p l ie s  th e  A r i s t o t e l e a n  e v a l u a t i v e  sen se  o f  " u n c l e a r , "  bu t we
32R . I .  B in n ic k ,  "Ambiguity  and Vagueness," P a p e rs  from the  
S ix th  R eg iona l M ee tin g , Chicago L i n g u i s t i c  S o c i e t y , e d s .  M.A. 
Campbell e t  a l . , (C hicago: U n iv e r s i ty  o f  Chicago Department o f
L i n g u i s t i c s ,  197 0 ),  p .  147.
33B in n ic k ,  p .  148.
"^R alf  Norrman, "T echn iques  o f  Ambiguity i n  th e  F i c t i o n  of 
Henry Jam es,"  Acta Academiae A b o e n s is , Humaniora, s e r .  A, 54 (1977): 
1-197 .
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35may a l s o  use  th e  te rm  to  r e f e r  t o  "h o v er in g "  p o s s i b i l i t i e s .
S ta n fo rd  s u g g e s ts  a more s p e c i f i c  way o f  d i f f e r e n t i a t i n g  vagueness
from am bigu ity  i n  te rm s o f  i t s  " d i s t i n c t n e s s " :
A vague word h a s  a  s i n g l e  b u t  wide and i l l - d e f i n e d  
n e b u la  o f meaning w i th in  which t h e r e  may be l a c k  of 
p r e c i s e  d e f i n i t i o n  b u t  no p o s i t i v e  d is c re p a n c y  of 
meaning. Ambiguous words c o n ta in  two o r  more q u i t e  
d i s t i n c t  a r e a s  o f  meaning which may p a r t i a l l y  o v e r ­
lap  bu t a re  g e n e r a l ly  i d e n t i f i a b l e  and w e l l - d e f in e d  
. . . .  S t r i c t l y ,  th e n ,  v e r b a l  am b igu ity  i s  n e v e r  
th e  same as v e r b a l  v ag u en ess— though i n  p r a c t i c e  
they  f r e q u e n t ly  s e rv e  th e  same l i t e r a r y  p u rp o ses  
when a r t i s t i c a l l y  u sed .  S im i l a r ly ,  ex ce ss  o f  am­
b i g u i t y ,  t h a t  i s  a s u r f e i t  o f  m eanings, b r in g s  
co n fu s io n ;  ex ce ss  o f  v ag u en ess ,  t h a t  i s , a  d e f ic ie n c y  
o f  d e f i n i t e  m eaning, b r in g s  m e a n in g le s sn e s s .  The 
p r a c t i c a l  r e s u l t  i s  a g a in  much th e  sam e,36
S e m a n t ic a l ly ,  th e n ,  vagueness  r e f e r s  to  th e  " in d e te rm in a c y "  o r  " i n ­
d i s t i n c t n e s s "  o f words and u s u a l l y  c o n t r a s t s  w i th  " c l a r i t y "  o r  
" p r e c i s io n "  (as  does am bigu ity )  and th u s  c a r r i e s  c o n n o ta t io n s  o f  
r e p r o a c h . ^
A vague word r e v e a l s  many o v e r to n e s  o f meaning t h a t  do n o t
f i t  i n t o  th e  d e s ig n a te d  m eaning, and as  such c lo s e l y  re sem b le s ,  y e t
d i f f e r s  from P h i l i p  W h e e lw r ig h t 's  con cep t o f  " s o f t  f o c u s ."  T h is
te rm  borrowed from pho tography  r e f e r s  to  words in  which meanings
38do n o t  p o s s e s s  p r e c i s e  o u t l i n e s .  Every d e n o ta t io n  c a r r i e s  what
^Rimmon, p . 20.
^ ^ w il l iam  B. S ta n fo r d ,  Ambiguity in  Greek L i t e r a t u r e : S tu d ie s
in  Theory and P r a c t i c e  (O xford: B a s i l  B la c k w e l l ,  1939), p .  72.
37W heelw righ t, B urning  F o u n ta in , p. 87.
^^W heelwright, " S e m a n t ic s ,"  p . 760.
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W heelwright c a l l s  a  " c o n n o ta t iv e  f r i n g e "  c o n s i s t i n g  of meanings t h a t
may d i f f e r  f o r  d i f f e r e n t  p e o p le .  Though we most o f te n  th in k  o f  t h i s
concep t a s  v ag u en ess ,  a te rm  c a r r y in g  w i th  i t  p e j o r a t i v e  c o n n o ta t io n s ,
W heelwright has su g g es te d  u s in g  " s o f t  fo cu s"  to  i n d i c a t e  a  d i f f e r e n t
ty p e  o f  l i t e r a r y  e f f e c t  t h a t  i s  more c o r r e c t l y  a su b c a te g o ry  of 
39p l u r i s i g n a t i o n .  W heelwright s u g g e s ts  u s in g  vagueness  a s  a nega­
t i v e  te rm  i n d i c a t i n g  a l a c k  of p r e c i s i o n  in  lan g u ag e .  " S o f t  fo c u s ,"  
though , r e f e r s  to  a l i t e r a r y  d e v ic e  which augments th e  o v e r a l l  e f f e c t  
o f  any g iven  s e l e c t i o n .  Vagueness i s  th u s  n e g a t iv e  because  o f  
i n e p t  use  o f  language and l i t e r a t u r e ,  w h ile  " s o f t  fo c u s"  i s  p o s i ­
t i v e  and i n t e n t i o n a l .  As Rimmon f u r t h e r  p o in t s  o u t ,  "bo th  ’vague­
n e s s '  and 'a m b ig u i ty '  l a c k  th e  c r y s t a l - c l e a r  f i n a l i t y  o f  u n iv o c a l i t y  
and a re  s u s c e p t i b l e  o f  double  (o r  m u l t i p l e )  in te r p r e ta t io n .
U lt im a te ly ,  though , a m b ig u i ty ,  w he ther c o n ju n c t iv e  o r  d i s j u n c t i v e ,  
o f f e r s  d i s t i n c t  c l u s t e r s  o f  meaning t h a t  a r e  s e p a ra b le  even i f  they 
m u tu a l ly  ex c lu d e  each o t h e r .  With am bigu ity  th e  meanings do n o t  
"hover"  o r  rem ain i n d i s t i n c t .  Thus a m b ig u i t ie s  p r e s e n t  no c lu e s  
s u p p o r t in g  any one i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o r  two o r  more s u p p o r ta b le  i n t e r ­
p r e t a t i o n s ,  m u tu a l ly  e x c lu s iv e  i f  d i s j u n c t i v e  and s im u l ta n e o u s ly  
s u p p o r ta b le  i f  c o n ju n c t iv e ,  w hereas a vague word o r  p h ra se  "does
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n o t  e n t e r  i n t o  t h e  f u l l  commitment o f  any de te rm ined  meaning.
I n  o th e r  w ords, th e  l i t e r a t u r e  does n o t  p r e s e n t  two o r  more m eanings,
^ W h e e lw r ig h t ,  B urn ing  F o u n ta in , p .  87.
^Rimmon, p . 19.
Rimmon, p . 19.
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and as  a r e s u l t ,  th e  v a r io u s  nuances  o f  th e  vague e x p re s s io n  a re  a l l  
e q u a l ly  u n p ro v ab le .
We o f f e r e d  e a r l i e r  a s  analogous  to  d i s j u n c t i v e  am bigu ity  the  
p i c t u r e  which resem bles  e i t h e r  th e  r a b b i t  o r  th e  duck depending  on 
how a p e rso n  views i t .  C o n ju n c tiv e  am bigu ity  p a r a l l e l s  a D a l i a n - l i k e  
image w i th in  an im age, b o th  d i s t i n c t  and s e p a r a t e ,  b u t  b o th  func­
t i o n a l l y  connec ted  w i th in  th e  o v e r a l l  image. Vagueness, on th e  o th e r  
hand , p a r a l l e l s  th e  Rorschach t e s t  in  which no s p e c i f i c  f ig u r e
/  9
emerges and t h e r e f o r e  s u p p o r ts  many v a r i e d  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s .  The 
i n h e r e n t  s t r u c t u r a l  i n d i s t i n c t n e s s  o f  the  in k  b l o t  a llow s  tremendous 
v a r i a t i o n  o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , a s  each i n d i v i d u a l  may choose one i n t e r ­
p r e t a t i o n  t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  h i s  p e c u l i a r  s t a t e  of m i n d . ^  The t e x t  
i t s e l f  does n o t  p ro v id e  c lu e s  s u g g e s t in g  d i s t i n c t l y  d i f f e r e n t  mean­
in g s .  We see  a t  t h i s  p o in t  th e  tremendous d i v e r s i t y  i n  how p eo p le  
use the  te rm  " v a g u e n e s s ."  B in n ick  p in p o in t s  th e  c rux  of the  problem :
. . . vagueness i s  n o t  a concep t which a p p l ie s  
to  language  a t  a l l ,  b u t  r a t h e r  to  th e  id e a s  which la n ­
guage e x p r e s s e s .  Words a r e  vague i n s o f a r  as they  
r e p r e s e n t  vague c o n c e p ts ,  . . . The im p l ic a t io n  of 
t h i s  i s  t h a t  th e  c o n te x t  r e l e v a n t  to  vagueness i s  non- 
l i n g u i s t i c , , w hereas t h a t  r e l e v a n t  to  am b igu ity  i s  
l i n g u i s t i c .
B in n ick ,  th e n ,  a p p a r e n t ly  s u p p o r t s  W heelw righ t, who a s s e r t s  t h a t  th e  
sem an tic  c h a r a c t e r  o f  language  must have f l e x i b i l i t y  so  t h a t  i t
/  9
Rimmon, p. 19.
43Rudolf Arnheim, A rt  and V isu a l  P e r c e p t i o n : A Psychology o f
th e  C re a t iv e  Eye (B e rk e ley :  U n iv e r s i ty  o f  C a l i f o r n i a  P r e s s ,  1971),
p . 41. A lso , t h i s  a g a in  r e v e a l s  th e  p a r a l l e l  between vagueness and 
r e a d e r  s u b j e c t i v i t y  w hich s e p a r a t e s  them from a m b ig u i ty .
^ B i n n i c k ,  p . 151.
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w i l l  rem ain c l o s e r  to  th e  n a tu r e  o f  th e  e x p e r ie n c e  t h a t  th e  language 
i s  d e s c r i b i n g . W e  must r e c o g n iz e  t h a t  words d e s c r ib in g  e x p e r ie n c e s  
a r e  on ly  a t i n y  p a r t  o f  e x p e r ie n c e  and a re  open to  a l l  th e  v a r i a t i o n s  
t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e  e x p e r ie n c e  i t s e l f .
Symbolism
Rimmon c l a s s i f i e s  symbols as d i s t i n c t  from a m b ig u i t ie s  even 
though b o th  in v o lv e  two o r  more m eanings. In  the  most g e n e ra l  s e n s e ,  
"symbol" r e f e r s  to  a n y th in g  which s i g n i f i e s  som eth ing . Thus a l l  
words and numbers a r e  sym bols. In  l i t e r a t u r e ,  though , "symbol" i s  
a p p l ie d  "o n ly  t o  a word o r  s e t  o f  words t h a t  s i g n i f i e s  an o b je c t  o r  
ev en t  which i t s e l f  s i g n i f i e s  som eth ing  e l s e ;  t h a t  i s ,  th e  word r e f e r s  
t o  som eth ing  which s u g g e s ts  a range o f  r e f e r e n c e  beyond i t s e l f . " ^ 6 
Symbols may be e i t h e r  c o n v e n t io n a l  o r  p r i v a t e  depending upon how 
n e a r ly  u n i v e r s a l  t h e i r  meanings a r e .  Well known symbols such as 
ro a d s ,  s l e e p ,  th e  Phoen ix , and the  r i v e r  S tyx  a re  g e n e r a l ly  a c c e s ­
s i b l e  t o  most r e a d e r s .  But many p o e t s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  in  th e  tw e n t i e th  
c e n tu r y ,  p r e s e n t  t h e i r  un ique  v i s io n s  in  p r i v a t e ,  o f t e n  impene­
t r a b l e  sym bols. The r e a d e r  u n f a m i l i a r  w ith  th e  p o e t ’s  p r i v a t e  
a s s o c i a t i o n s  may have d i f f i c u l t y  i n  i n t e r p r e t i n g  h i s  work. The 
p o e t ry  o f W.B. Y e a ts ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  p ro v id e s  a c h a l le n g e  f o r  any 
r e a d e r ,  because  of h i s  p r o f u s e  use  o f  p r i v a t e  symbolism. A symbol
^W heelw right, B urn ing  F o u n ta in , p. 79.
^ M . H. Abrams, A G lo ssa ry  o f  L i t e r a r y  Terms, 3d e d . ,  (New 
York: H o l t ,  R in e h a r t  and W inston , 1971), p . 9,
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i s  d i s t i n c t  from c o n ju n c t iv e  and d i s j u n c t i v e  am b ig u ity  i n  t h a t  th e  
c o n te x tu a l  o r  c u l t u r a l  c o n s t r a i n t s  more s t r i c t l y  l i m i t  th e  range  of 
a p p r o p r i a t e  meanings o f  a  symbol. U l t im a te ly ,  th e  symbol and i t s  
s i g n i f i e d  c o n jo in  a t  a h i g h e r ,  m e ta p h o r ic a l  l e v e l ,  w hereas meanings 
i n  c o n ju n c t iv e  and d i s j u n c t i v e  a m b ig u i t ie s  do n o t  " s t a n d  f o r "  som ething 
g r e a t e r  th an  th em se lv e s .
We g e n e r a l ly  c o n s id e r  th e  symbol, l i k e  a l l  forms o f m u l t ip l e  
m eanings, as one o f  th e  r i c h e s t  p o e t i c  d e v ic e s .  As a means o f  
evok ing  m u l t ip l e  m eanings, a  symbol may i n  t u r n  provoke e x te n s iv e  
s u b j e c t i v i t y  on the  p a r t  o f  th e  r e a d e r .  Though symbolism resem bles  
o th e r  ty p e s  of m u l t ip le  m eaning, i t  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  rem ains  d i s t i n c t .
A symbol must c o n jo in  w i th  th e  th in g  i t  sy m b o liz e s ,  f o r  on ly  when th e  
r e a d e r  p e rc e iv e s  the  symbolism can th e  " t r u t h "  o f  th e  t e x t  be r e a l i z e d .  
A m biguity, on th e  o th e r  h and , o f f e r s  v a r io u s  meanings which may or 
may n o t  c o n jo in  and a re  s im u l ta n e o u s ly  o p e ra b le  w i th in  th e  t e x t . ^
V erbal i ro n y
This  e f f e c t  i n d i c a t e s  a d i s j u n c t i o n  o f  m u tu a l ly  e x c lu s iv e  mean­
i n g s ,  w here in  th e  t r u e  meaning i s  c o v e r t l y  c o n cea led  beh ind  an o v e r t  
f a l s e  meaning.^® More th a n  any o t h e r ,  t h i s  e f f e c t  i s  most f r e q u e n t ly  
con fused  w i th  a m b ig u ity .  S ta n fo r d  p o i n t s  ou t t h a t  "Ambiguity i s  th e
^ F o r  an e x c e l l e n t  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  symbolism and p e rfo rm an ce , 
see  F rances  L. McCurdy, "The U l t im a te  Commitment," The Study of 
O ra l I n t e r p r e t a t i o n , e d s .  R ich ard  Haas and David A. W ill iam s , 
( I n d i a n a p o l i s :  The B o b b s -M e rr i l l  Company, 1975), pp. 166-78.
^®Rimmon, p . 25.
more n a t u r a l  and commoner l i n g u i s t i c  phenomenon; i ro n y  i s  th e  r a r e r
and more s o p h i s t i c a t e d  r e f in e m e n t  o f  p l a i n  sp e a k in g  . . . .  I ro n y  i s
a  c u l t i v a t e d  p e r v e r s io n  o f  normal sp eech ;  am bigu ity  i s  an i n e v i t a b l e
49f e a t u r e  of a l l  b u t  th e  most s c i e n t i f i c  d i s c o u r s e . ” Akin to  d i s ­
j u n c t i v e  am bigu ity  in  t h a t  two re a d in g s  a r e  i n d i c a t e d ,  i ro n y  u l t i m a t e l y  
rem ains  d i s t i n c t  in  t h a t  w i th  i ro n y  th e  s k i l l e d  r e a d e r  fa c e s  no 
p rob lem  in  d e c id in g  w hich meaning i s  " c o r r e c t . T h e  key to  ambi­
g u i ty ,  however, i s  t h a t  we canno t d ec id e  which meaning i s  c o r r e c t .  
U ndoubtedly , i ro n y  and am b ig u ity  a re  s i m i l a r  as  d e v ic e s  o f  l i t e r a t u r e ,  
b u t  n o t  e q u iv a l e n t s  of each  o th e r .
A d d i t iv e  and i n t e g r a t i v e  " a m b ig u i t i e s "
Kaplan and K r is  d i s c u s s  two o t h e r  ty p e s  o f " a m b ig u i t i e s , "  
a d d i t i v e  and i n t e g r a t i v e ,  which a r e  c lo s e l y  r e l a t e d  t o  W h ee lw rig h t 's  
d i s c u s s io n  o f p l u r i s i g n a t i o n .  They d e f in e  a d d i t i v e  am bigu ity  as 
t h a t  s i t u a t i o n  one s t e p  beyond d i s j u n c t i v e  am b igu ity  in  which " th e  
s e p a r a t e  m eanings, though s t i l l  a l t e r n a t i v e ,  a re  no lo n g e r  f u l l y  
e x c lu s iv e  b u t  a r e  to  some e x te n t  in c lu d e d  one in  th e  o t h e r .  R ather 
th a n  s e v e r a l  d i s t i n c t  c l u s t e r s ,  we have a s e t  o f  c l u s t e r s  o f  v a ry in g  
range and w i th  a common c e n t e r "  (p . 4 1 8 ) .  The word " d i s t i n c t "  c lu e s  
us i n  t o  th e  f a c t  t h a t  t h i s  d e f i n i t i o n  re sem b les  th e  con cep t of 
"vagueness"  o r  " s o f t  fo cu s"  e x p la in e d  e a r l i e r .  We may i n t e r p r e t  a
^ S t a n f o r d ,  pp. 67 -68 . H e re ,  though , S ta n fo r d  o b v io u s ly  
e q u a te s  am bigu ity  w i th  u n c le a r n e s s .
-^Rimmon, pp. 15 and 25.
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word such as " r i c h , "  in  term s o f  money, v a lu e ,  o r  e x c e l le n c e  (p .  418 ) . 
But th e  word i t s e l f  i n d i c a t e s  i n d i s t i n c t  r e s p o n s e s ,  ones which o v e r ­
la p  and f i n a l l y  merge i n t o  one a n o th e r .  These meanings d i f f e r  on ly  
" in  degree  o f  s p e c i f i c i t y ,  o r  in  what th ey  add to  th e  common core 
meaning" (p . 418). Kaplan and K r is  a l s o  p o in t  ou t t h a t  th e  la c k  o f  
c l a r i t y  t h a t  p la g u e s  s c i e n t i f i c  d i s c o u r s e  o c cu rs  a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  
a d d i t i v e  am b igu ity :
Terms l i k e  ' o l i g a r c h y , ' ' d e p r e s s i o n , ' ' c u l t u r e  
p a t t e r n '  a re  a d d i t i v e l y  ambiguous in  a l lo w in g  
m u l t ip l e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  d i f f e r i n g  from one 
a n o th e r  c h i e f l y  i n  how much o r  how l i t t l e  they  
in c lu d e  (p . 418).
We add m eanings, th e n ,  l i t t l e  by l i t t l e  u n t i l  we re c o g n iz e  one
co re  meaning.
I n t e g r a t i v e  am b ig u i ty ,  a l s o  an a p p a re n t  f i r s t  co u s in  o f  p l u r i -  
s i g n a t i o n ,  o ccu rs  "when i t s  m an ifo ld  meanings evoke and su p p o r t  one 
a n o th e r "  (p . 4 20 ) . Whereas in  one c o n ju n c t iv e  ty p e ,  th e  connec ted  
meanings r e t a i n  t h e i r  i n d i v i d u a l i t y ,  i n  th e  i n t e g r a t i v e  ty p e ,  the  
meanings " a re  f u l l y  r e c o n s t i t u t e d — i n t e g r a t e d ,  in  s h o r t ,  i n t o  one 
complex meaning" (p. 4 20 ) . We must n o t  con fuse  t h i s  w ith  a d d i t i v e  
am b ig u ity  which " c o n s i s t s  i n  a r e s t r u c t u r i n g  o f  a s i n g l e  f i e l d "
(p . 420) i n  which th e  v a r io u s  meanings grow o u t  o f  a common core  and 
each  meaning lo s e s  i t  d i s t i n c t n e s s .  I f  th e  c a t e g o r i e s  o f  i n t e g r a t i v e ,  
a d d i t i v e ,  and c o n ju n c t iv e  a m b ig u i t i e s  seem c o n fu s in g ,  the  r e a d e r  
sh o u ld  remember t h a t  a d d i t i v e  and i n t e g r a t i v e  e f f e c t s  c l o s e l y  r e l a t e  
to  p l u r i s i g n a t i o n ,  a c o n ju n c t iv e  e f f e c t .
Each o f th e s e  co g n a te  phenomena re sem b les  c o n ju n c t iv e  or 
d i s j u n c t i v e  an fc igu ity , b u t  i s  d i s t i n c t .  In  o rd e r  t o  s im p l i f y  and
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r e n d e r  t h i s  te rm in o lo g y  more l u c i d ,  I  shou ld  l i k e  to  p ropose  the  
fo l lo w in g  a l t e r n a t i v e .  We sh o u ld  f i r s t  r e g a rd  am bigu ity  a s  a  sub­
s e t  and n o t  an e q u iv a l e n t  o f  m u l t ip l e  meaning. However, we should  
s t i p u l a t e  two m ajor c a t e g o r i e s  o f  am bigu ity  w i th in  t h i s  g e n e r a l iz e d  
c a te g o ry  o f  m u l t i p l e  meaning: d i s j u n c t i v e  and c o n ju n c t iv e .  Readers
shou ld  have no problem s i n  d i s c e r n in g  am bigu ity  o f  th e  d i s j u n c t i v e  
ty p e .  However, c o n ju n c t iv e  am bigu ity  r e f e r s  t o  t h a t  phenomenon o f  
language  and l i t e r a t u r e  w here in  two o r more meanings a r i s e  and e i t h e r  
rem ain s e p a r a te  o r  c o n jo in .  With c o n ju n c t iv e  e f f e c t s ,  no ch o ice  i s  
n e c e s s a r y ,  because  a l l  th e  v a r io u s  meanings a re  w orkab le . This  b a s ic  
d e f i n i t i o n  of c o n ju n c t iv e  am bigu ity  subsumes Rimmon's and W hee lw righ t’ s 
d e f i n i t i o n  o f  c o n ju n c t iv e  am bigu ity  and p l u r i s i g n a t i o n ,  r e s p e c t i v e l y .
We must p o in t  ou t a t  t h i s  j u n c tu r e  t h a t  a l th o u g h  we can  con­
v e n ie n t ly  s e p a r a t e  am bigu ity  i n t o  c o n ju n c t iv e  and d i s j u n c t i v e  e f f e c t s ,  
f o r  th e  most p a r t ,  th e  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  o f  c o n ju n c t iv e  o p e ra te s  b e s t  
on a t h e o r e t i c a l  l e v e l .  The con cep t o f  c o n ju n c t iv e  am bigu ity  t h a t  
i s  d i f f e r e n t  from b u t  r e l a t e d  to  p l u r i s i g n a t i o n  as we have d e f in e d  
i t  i s  a lm ost im p o s s ib le  to  d e l i n e a t e  in  a p p l ie d  c r i t i c i s m .  This  i s  
e a s i e r  to  u n d e rs tan d  when we r e a l i z e  t h a t  an example o f  c o n ju n c t iv e  
am bigu ity  (two i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  which d i f f e r  b u t  complement each 
o th e r  and do n o t  r e q u i r e  ch o ice  between them) i s  h a rd  to  f in d  in  
l i t e r a t u r e  o th e r  th an  p o e t r y .  Undoubtedly some examples e x i s t  b u t  
th ey  a r e  d i f f i c u l t  t o  un co v er .  While c o n ju n c t iv e  am bigu ity  f i t s  
i n t o  Rimmon's and Kaplan and K r i s ' s  th e o r y ,  n e i t h e r  o f  th e s e  d i s c u s s io n s  
p ro v id e  examples i n  l i t e r a t u r e .  In  f a c t ,  Rimmon u l t i m a t e l y  s ay s  t h a t
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a c o n ju n c t iv e  e f f e c t  i s  n o t  a m b ig u i ty -p ro p e r ,  bu t p l u r i s i g n a t i o n .
But as th e  o r i g i n a t o r  o f  th e  term  p l u r i s i g n a t i o n  d i s c u s s e s  i t ,  h e r  
d e f i n i t i o n  d i f f e r s .  Thus in  term s o f  a p p l ie d  th e o ry  (and e s p e c i a l l y  
in  th e  n a r r a t i v e )  th e  on ly  r e a l  examples a re  e i t h e r  d i s j u n c t i v e  
am bigu ity  o r p l u r i s i g n a t i o n .
In  a d d i t i o n  to  u n d e rs ta n d in g  th e  c o n j u n c t i v e - d i s j u n c t i v e  
dichotom y, we must a l s o  keep in  mind th e  many c lu e s -n o  c lu e s  d ic h o t ­
omy. Am biguity , though always in v o lv in g  more than  one meaning, can 
a r i s e  in  one o f  two ways: e i t h e r  as  a r e s u l t  o f  no s u p p o r t in g  c lu e s  
o r  as  a r e s u l t  o f  c o n f l i c t i n g  c lu e s .  W hatever th e  c a s e ,  th e  e f f e c t s  
rem ain s i m i l a r .
In  su rv e y in g  th e  co n cep t  of am b igu ity  and e f f e c t s  o f t e n  i n t e r ­
changed w i th  i t ,  we see  t h a t  e x p e r t s  c o n s id e r  am bigu ity  in  n a t u r a l  
language an i n e v i t a b l e  w eakness , whereas when used a r t i s t i c a l l y  in  
l i t e r a t u r e ,  i t  c a r r i e s  p o s i t i v e  c o n n o ta t io n s .  Empson's s tu d y ,  f o r  
i n s t a n c e ,  d e c la r e s  am bigu ity  a good-making q u a l i t y  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  
w here in  th e  s im u ltan eo u s  p re se n c e  o f  a l t e r n a t i v e  meanings enhance 
th e  v a lu e  o f  th e  poem.
Empson's i n s i s t e n c e  on th e  p o s i t i v e  v a lu e  o f  am b igu ity  has 
f o s t e r e d  a t r a d i t i o n  in  l i t e r a r y  c i r c l e s  which adm ires  m u l t ip l e
^ P e r h a p s  one exam ple, p o in te d  ou t t o  me by Mary F rances  HopKins, 
i s  John U p d ik e 's  The C e n ta u r . We may re a d  t h i s  n o v e l  on th e  l e v e l s  
o f  myth and r e a l i t y ,  and b o th  l e v e l s  a r e  s u s ta in e d  th ro u g h o u t .  They 
n e v e r  c o n jo in  i n t o  a h i g h e r ,  u n i f i e d  meaning. In  t h i s  s e n s e ,  th e  
two r e a d in g s  do n o t  ex c lu d e  each  o t h e r .  The r e a d e r  i s  i n v i t e d  to  
i n t e r p r e t  each c h a r a c t e r  a s  r e a l  o r  as  a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  of the  
myth. They do n o t ,  however, sym bolize  o r  a l l e g o r i z e ,  b u t  a r e  th e  
o th e r  c h a r a c t e r s .
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meanings in  l i t e r a t u r e ,  We a re  a l l  f a m i l i a r  w ith  c r i t i c s  who s p e c i f y  
am bigu ity  as  a  c r i t e r i o n  fo r  e x c e l le n c e  i n  l i t e r a t u r e ,  and we v e n e r a te  
t h i s  q u a l i t y  b e c a u se ,  as C lean th  Brooks reminds u s ,  i t  more accu­
r a t e l y  r e f l e c t s  l i f e ' s  c o m p lex ity ,  Ambiguity has  v a lu e  a c c o rd in g  to  
a r t i s t s  and c r i t i c s  who defend  i t  as p ro d u c in g  a p o s i t i v e  a e s t h e t i c  
e f f e c t ,  one r e a l i z e d  i n  b o th  th e  a r t i s t  and th e  a s t u t e  r e a d e r ,  whereby 
a s i n g l e  symbol c o n ta in s  a  m u l t i p l i c i t y  o f  r e f e r e n c e s  and " th e re b y  
f u l f i l l [ s ]  a t  once a number o f  em o tio n a l  n e e d s . T h u s  t h a t  dev ice  
we d e sp is e  in  n a t u r a l  language  t ra n s fo rm s  i t s e l f  i n t o  a th in g  o f 
r e s p e c t  and a d m ira t io n  in  l i t e r a t u r e ,  N e v e r th e le s s ,  i t  i s  a p p a re n t  
t h a t  th e  e x ac t  use o f  th e  term  am bigu ity  and w he ther c r i t i c s  con­
s i d e r  i t  good, bad , o r  n e u t r a l  depends upon th e  p a r t i c u l a r  " ty p e"  
o f  am bigu ity  th e  u s e r  has  in  mind. We can s e e ,  in  f a c t ,  t h a t  
a t t i t u d e s  as re g a rd s  th e  use  o f  am bigu ity  v a ry :
. . .  to  th e  l o g i c i a n  am bigu ity  seems a d is e a s e  
and d e fo rm ity  o f  sp eech ;  to  th e  r h e t o r i c i a n  i t s  
n o rm a l i ty  i s  u n c h a l len g e d  b u t  i t s  m o r a l i ty  and 
u s e f u ln e s s  may be q u e s t io n e d ;  to  th e  p o e t  i t  i s  
a n a t u r a l ,  s u b t l e  and e f f e c t i v e  in s t ru m e n t  f o r  
p o e t i c  and d ra m a tic  p u rp o se s .
N a r r a t iv e  Ambiguity 
N a r r a t iv e  am b ig u ity  d i f f e r s  in  many ways from th e  sem an tic  k in d . 
C e r t a i n l y ,  v e r b a l  a m b ig u ity  can enhance th e  e f f e c t s  o f  n a r r a t i v e  
a m b ig u i ty ,  b u t  by and l a r g e ,  each  k ind  has  p e c u l i a r  q u a l i t i e s  t h a t  
make i t  un iq u e .  We can b e t t e r  u n d e rs tan d  th e  n a tu r e  o f  n a r r a t i v e  
am bigu ity  i f  we examine them s id e  by s i d e .
-^K aplan  and K r i s ,  p .  426, 
^ S t a n f o r d ,  p . 6.
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Semantic o r  v e r b a l  am b ig u ity  e x i s t s  s o l e l y  a s  an a s p e c t  of the  
la n g u ag e ,  w h e th er  s y n t a c t i c a l ,  g ram m atica l ,  o r  w r i t t e n  v e rs u s  o r a l .  
Thus sem an tic  am bigu ity  may o p e ra te  i n  any s te n o  use o f  language . 
S i m i l a r l y ,  sem an tic  am b ig u ity  may a r i s e  i n  any l i t e r a r y  use o f  l a n ­
guage. In  o th e r  words no genre  w i l l  p re c lu d e  a m b ig u ity — p ro s e ,  
p o e t r y ,  and n a r r a t i v e  a l i k e  can f a l l  p rey  to  i n a r t i s t i c  am b igu ity  
a s  th e y  a l l  can e x p l o i t  t h e  a r t i s t i c  k in d .
N a r r a t iv e  am b ig u ity  a r i s e s  in  p a r t  from the  language  u n i t s  
which make up th e  n a r r a t i v e .  However, th e  r e a l  d i s t i n c t i o n  between 
n a r r a t i v e  and sem an tic  am bigu ity  comes about because  o f  th e  d i f f e r ­
ences  between words and fo rm a l iz e d  l i t e r a r y  s t r u c t u r e .  N a r r a t iv e  
a m bigu ity  a r i s e s  in  more than  j u s t  words— i t  e x i s t s  p r im a r i l y  be ­
cause  o f  th e  fo rm a lize d  s t r u c t u r e  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e .  As a r e s u l t ,  
am b igu ity  i n  a n a r r a t i v e  w i l l  a r i s e  a t  u n i t s  o f  th e  s t r u c t u r e  i t s e l f ,  
u n i t s  such as p l o t ,  c h a r a c t e r ,  s e t t i n g ,  and p o in t  o f  view.
A lthough no p r o s e - p o e t r y  d i s t i n c t i o n s  e x i s t  betw een n a r r a t i v e  
and sem an tic  a m b ig u i t i e s ,  p e rh ap s  we can b e t t e r  u n d e rs ta n d  th e  d i f f e r ­
ences  between sem an tic  and n a r r a t i v e  a m b ig u i t ie s  i f  we draw an 
analogy  between th e  two k in d s  o f  am b ig u ity  and th e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  
p o e t r y  and th e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  p ro s e  f i c t i o n .  Jo n a th an  Raban i n  The 
Technique o f Modern F i c t i o n : E ssays  i n  P r a c t i c a l  C r i t i c i s m  p o in t s
ou t t h a t  p o e t ry  f e a t u r e s  language  over th e  s t r u c t u r e ,  w hereas  p ro se  
f i c t i o n  i n  many c a s e s ,  f e a t u r e s  th e  s t r u c t u r a l  u n i t s :
. . . p o e t ry  i m p l i c i t l y  s u g g e s ts  t h a t  a l l  e lem en ts  of 
th e  poem . . . can be c o n ta in e d  in  th e  mind s im u l ta n e o u s ly .
Only th en  can th e  v a r io u s  p a r t s  be seen  to  i n t e r a c t ,  A 
poem d iv id e s  n a t u r a l l y  i n t o  , , . b r i e f  u n i t s  . . . .  P ro b ­
lems o f  th e  tim e l a p s e  betw een b e g in n in g  and en d in g  a re a d in g
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o f  th e  poem, and o f  a n a r r a t i v e  sequence  which te n d s  to  d i s ­
m iss each  e v en t  a s  i t  d e a l s  w ith  i t ,  a r e  r a r e l y  in v o lv ed  
u n le s s  th e  poem i s  immensely lo n g ,
A n o v e l ,  on th e  o th e r  hand , d iv id e s  most e a s i l y  in to  
. . . lo n g e r  u n i t s  . . . .  Our i n t e r e s t  i s  g e n e r a l ly  s u s ­
t a i n e d ,  n o t  only  by images and rhy thm ic  r e p e t i t i o n s ,  b u t  by 
th e  o r g a n iz a t i o n  o f  e v e n ts  in  th e  n a r r a t i v e .  The v e r b a l  
q u a l i t y  o f  a  n o v e l  i s  b e s t  d e s c r ib e d ,  n o t  in  term s o f th e  
s t r i k i n g  image o r  o c c a s io n a l  d i s t o r t i o n  o f  s y n ta x ,  b u t  by 
th e  c o n t in u o u s ly  m a in ta in ed  e f f e c t  o f  th e  o v e r a l l  to n e .  ^
P o e try  makes more co n sc io u s  use o f  i t s  sem an tic  s t r u c t u r e  th rough  
th e  c o n t in u e d  use o f  im agery , f i g u r e s  o f  sp e e c h ,  and o th e r  l i n g u i s ­
t i c  d e v ic e s .  As a r e s u l t ,  sem an tic  am b ig u ity  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  s u i t e d  
t o  i t .  A lthough language  i s  c e r t a i n l y  im p o r ta n t  in  th e  n a r r a t i v e ,  
i t s  o t h e r  p e c u l i a r i t i e s  d i r e c t  o u r  i n t e r e s t s  tow ard l a r g e r  e lem en ts  
such as  p l o t  and c h a r a c t e r  developm ent:
In  p ro s e  th e  s tu d y  o f  th e  language  o f  any one s h o r t  
s e c t i o n  i s  n o t  enough. So much o f  our a p p r e c i a t i o n  depends 
on knowledge a c q u i r e d  o u t s id e  any p a r t i c u l a r  p a ssa g e — on 
our judgem ent o f  c h a r a c t e r  and our i n t e r e s t  in  th e  d ev e lo p ­
ment of p l o t  and s i t u a t i o n .
We can see th rough  t h i s  an a lo g y  th e  d i f f e r e n c e  between n a r r a ­
t i v e  and sem an tic  a m b ig u i t i e s .  N a r r a t iv e  am bigu ity  o p e ra te s  w i th in  
u n i t s  such as p l o t  and c h a r a c t e r .  A m b ig u it ie s  f r e q u e n t ly  o ccu r  in  
p l o t s  where we cannot d e te rm in e  what th e  a c t i o n  i s  o_r we cannot 
i n t e r p r e t  th e  a c t i o n .  For exam ple, Guy de M au p p assan t 's  s h o r t  s t o r y  
" L i t t l e  S o ld ie r "  o f f e r s  an example o f  d i s j u n c t i v e  am bigu ity  where a 
young boy d ie s  by f a l l i n g  from a b r id g e .  We canno t i n t e r p r e t  th e  
cause  o f  th e  a c t i o n ,  and we canno t d i s t i n g u i s h  w he ther th e  d e a th
54 Jo n a th an  Raban, The Technique o f  Modern F i c t i o n ; E ssays  in  
P r a c t i c a l  C r i t i c i s m  (Notre Dame: U n iv e r s i ty  o f  N otre  Dame P r e s s ,  1969),
p . 16.
■^Raban, p . 17.
i s  a c c i d e n t a l  o r  i n t e n t i o n a l .  S i m i l a r l y ,  a m b ig u i t ie s  abound in  th e  
c h a r a c t e r s  p o r t r a y e d  in  th e  works o f  p la y w r ig h ts  H aro ld  P i n t e r  and 
L u ig i  P i r a n d e l l o  and n o v e l i s t  John Hawkes. For i n s t a n c e ,  Hawkes 
f r e q u e n t ly  makes use o f  c h a r a c t e r s  whose m otives  we canno t i n t e r ­
p r e t  u n iv o c a l ly .  In  The Goose on th e  G rave, f o r  exam ple, th re e  
monks s a v a g e ly  i n c i n e r a t e  a young m other. Nowhere does th e  t e x t  
c l a r i f y  t h e i r  m otives  f o r  t h i s  b r u t a l  a c t ,  a l th o u g h  s e v e r a l  
p o s s i b i l i t i e s  emerge.
Ambiguity a r i s e s  i n  p l a c e s  o th e r  than  p l o t  and c h a r a c t e r .  
N a r r a t iv e  am b ig u ity  a l s o  d i f f e r s  from th e  v e r b a l  k in d  because  o f  the  
e lem ent o f  p o in t  o f  v iew . O ften  p o in t  o f  view f o s t e r s  d i s j u n c t i v e  
and c o n ju n c t iv e  a m b ig u i t ie s  where s p e c i f i c  c lu e s  c o r r o b o r a te  two 
o r  more v e r s io n s  o f  an e v e n t .  For i n s t a n c e ,  d i s t a n c e  between th e  
tim e o f an e v en t  and remembrance o f  i t  can r e s u l t  in  in a c c u ra c y  in  
i t s  r e p o r t  w i th  any b u t  an o m n isc ien t  n a r r a t o r .  And as  a r e s u l t  of 
c o n f l i c t i n g  r e p o r t s  from two e q u a l ly  r e l i a b l e  c h a r a c t e r s ,  we may 
n o t  know which v e r s io n  to  b e l i e v e  i f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  p ro v id e s  no o th e r  
c l u e s .  B ias  on th e  p a r t  o f  th e  n a r r a t o r  may re n d e r  th e  account 
ambiguous because  i t  then  f o s t e r s  two opposing  s e t s  o f  c l u e s .  F re ­
q u e n t ly ,  a s h i f t  i n  p o i n t  o f  v iew  s e r v e s  a s  th e  so u rc e  o f  s e q u e n t i a l  
am b ig u ity  because  s e v e r a l  c h a r a c t e r s  e x i s t  s im u l ta n e o u s ly  w ith  whom 
we can i d e n t i f y .
^Rimmon, p ,  39. See John U pdike’ s The C en tau r  f o r  an example 
o f  am b ig u ity  caused  in  t h i s  manner.
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Whereas v e r b a l  am b igu ity  c o n f in e s  i t s e l f  to  w ords , p h r a s e s ,  
and s e n te n c e s ,  n a r r a t i v e  am b igu ity  f u n c t io n s  a t  th e  l e v e l  o f  l a r g e r  
u n i t s .  With a s h o r t  s t o r y ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  n a r r a t i v e  am bigu ity  a r i s e s  
n o t  on ly  i n  term s o f  o u r  r e s p o n se s  to  i n d i v i d u a l  word m eanings, b u t 
a l s o  i n  te rm s o f  our o v e r a l l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  l a r g e r  u n i t s  such as 
a c t i o n  o r  e v e n t ,  c h a r a c t e r  m o t iv a t io n ,  p o in t  o f  v iew , d i s c o u r s e ,  
and o th e r  p l o t  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s .  N a r r a t iv e  am bigu ity  may a r i s e  only  
in  te rm s o f  th e  o v e r a l l  s t o r y l i n e  i t s e l f  ( I s  th e  governess  mad in  
The Turn o f th e  Screw?) o r  i n  term s o f  s m a l le r  u n i t s  which t o g e th e r  
c r e a t e  th e  t o t a l  n a r r a t i v e  s t r u c t u r e  (Who i s  th e  g i r l  i n  " L i t t l e  
S o ld i e r "  and d id  she cause th e  young boy to  jump from th e  b r id g e ? ) .
But we must remember, to o ,  t h a t  a n o v e l  o r  s h o r t  s to r y  may n o t  be 
ambiguous o v e r a l l  a l th o u g h  some o f  i t s  c o n s t i t u e n t  u n i t s  a r e  
ambiguous ( " L i t t l e  S o l d i e r " ) .  S i m i l a r l y ,  a n a r r a t i v e  may be 
ambiguous even i f  i t  does n o t  c o n ta in  a  s i n g l e  u n i t  which i s  in  and 
o f  i t s e l f  ambiguous (F rank S to c k to n 's  "The Lady, o r  the  T i g e r " ) .
T h is  b r in g s  us t o  a  c o n s id e r a t io n  o f  w h e th er  am bigu ity  i s  p e r ­
manent o r  t r a n s i t o r y ,  f o r  a m b ig u ity  may be e i t h e r .  Many of th e  
a m b ig u i t i e s  we w i l l  d i s c u s s  i n  Hawkes a r e  perm anent i n  t h a t  th e  
s t o r y  n e v e r  r e s o lv e s  c e r t a i n  q u e s t io n s  i t  r a i s e s .  Even a t  th e  
n a r r a t i v e ' s  end , we s t i l l  f in d  o u r s e lv e s  g ro p in g  f o r  c lu e s  which 
w i l l  p o s i t i v e l y  swing th e  b a la n c e  so t h a t  one o f  th e  su g g es ted  
p o s s ib l e  meanings seems f i n a l l y  c o r r e c t .  For i n s t a n c e ,  we n ev er  
f i n a l l y  l e a r n  w h e th er  H ugh 's  d e a th  in  The Blood Oranges was s u i c i d a l  
o r  a c c i d e n t a l .  This  book p ro v id e s  an example o f  a  perm anent
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am bigu ity  c r e a te d  and s u s ta in e d  a s  a r e s u l t  o f  a la c k  o f  c lu e s  to
su p p o r t  one o r  th e  o th e r  p o s s i b i l i t y .  Henry J a m e s 's  The Turn o f
The Screw l ik e w is e  p r e s e n t s  a pe rm anen t,  u n re so lv ed  am b ig u ity . H ere ,
however, two opposing  s e t s  o f  c lu e s  s u s t a i n  th e  am bigu ity  as to
th e  g o v e rn e s s 's  r e l i a b i l i t y .  A m b ig u it ie s  which e x i s t  on ly  a s  a
f l e e t i n g  e lem en t o f  th e  t e x t  a re  tem porary . These a m b ig u i t ie s  a re
a t  some p o in t  i n  th e  t e x t  r e s o l v e d . ^
In  a n a ly z in g  n a r r a t i v e  a m b ig u i ty ,  we need to  i d e n t i f y  b a s ic
58u n i t s  which c o n t r i b u t e  t o  th e  am bigu ity  o f a t e x t .  These u n i t s
w i th  which we w i l l  concern  o u r s e lv e s  a r e  a c t i o n ,  c h a r a c t e r ,  s e t t i n g ,
59and p o in t  o f  view.
E f f e c t s  Confused w ith  N a r r a t iv e  Ambiguity 
L ike v e r b a l  a m b ig u i ty ,  n a r r a t i v e  am b igu ity  a l s o  s h a r e s  p ro b ­
lems of b e in g  confused  w i th  co g n a te  phenomena. S u b je c t iv e  r e a d in g s  
f r e q u e n t ly  m is tak en  as a m b ig u i ty ,  s u g g e s t  th o s e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  
each  in d i v i d u a l  g iv e s  t o  a s p e c i f i c  work. Rimmon p o in t s  o u t th e  
f r e q u e n t ly  used argument t h a t  " t h e r e  a r e  as  many works as . . , 
r e a d e r s . H o w e v e r ,  to  a l lo w  i n f i n i t e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of any work
- ^ I  d i s c u s s  th e s e  a s p e c t s  o f  am bigu ity  i n  more d e t a i l  in  
C hap ter  IV.
C OD Rimmon, pp. 41-42 ,
5 ^ i  w i l l  d i s c u s s  th e s e  e lem en ts  in  g r e a t e r  d e t a i l  i n  th e  
f o u r th  c h a p te r ,  as  I  w i l l  a l s o  d i s c u s s  d e v ic e s  o f  n a r r a t i v e  a m b ig u ity .
^Rimmon, p. 12.
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opens a l l  l i t e r a t u r e  to  what S ta n fo rd  c a l l s  "u n esc ap a b le  am bigu ity  
C e r t a i n l y ,  s u b j e c t i v i t y  may p la y  a p a r t  i n  i n t e r p r e t i n g  a  n a r r a t i v e  
as ambiguous, b u t  t h e  f i n a l  d e c i s io n  r e s t s  n o t  i n  th e  r e a d e r ' s  
psyche b u t  in  th e  t e x t  i t s e l f .  Some t e x t s  undoub ted ly  i n v i t e  sub­
j e c t i v e  a n a l y s i s  becau se  th ey  l a c k  c e n te r s  o f  o r i e n t a t i o n  and they 
do no t p r e s e n t  two o r  more c l e a r l y  i d e n t i f i a b l e  m eanings. James 
J o y c e 's  F in n e g a n 's  Wake a lo n g  w i th  much contem porary  e x p e r im e n ta l  
l i t e r a t u r e  c o n ta in  s e c t i o n s  which we may i n t e r p r e t  in  a  m u l t i p l i c i t y  
of ways. But most l i t e r a t u r e  p ro v id e s  s u f f i c i e n t  c lu e s  t o  a l lo w  us 
to  d i s c e r n  w h e th er  o r  n o t  our r e a d in g  i s  s u b j e c t i v e  and w he ther  o r  
n o t  i t  i s  t r u l y  ambiguous. To assume, as some do, t h a t  we may 
approach  l i t e r a r y  works s u b j e c t i v e l y  i s  a g rave  m is ta k e .  The p e c u l i a r  
e f f e c t s  o f  am b igu ity  p a r t i a l l y  r e s t  in  th e  r e a d e r ' s  aw areness  o f  th e  
d ev ice  and i n  an a b i l i t y  to  examine o b j e c t i v e l y  th e  c lu e s  o r  l a c k  o f  
c lu e s  c r e a t i n g  and s u p p o r t in g  th e  am b ig u ity .  I f  we a l lo w  o v e re x te n -  
s iv e  s u b j e c t i v e  in d u lg e n c e  in  an ambiguous work we may u n w i t t in g ly  
t r a n s fo rm  th e  a u t h o r ' s  work i n t o  our work, and we may lo s e  i t s  e f f e c t .
A second e f f e c t  o f t e n  con fused  w ith  n a r r a t i v e  am b igu ity  i s  
a l l e g o r y .  We sh o u ld  p r o p e r ly  r e a d  a l l e g o r y  as a l i t e r a l  n a r r a t i v e  
and a f i g u r a t i v e  embodiment of s p i r i t u a l  meaning. As M. H. Abrams 
d e f in e s  i t ,  "An a l l e g o r y  i s  a n a r r a t i v e  in  which th e  a g en ts  and 
a c t i o n ,  and sometimes th e  s e t t i n g  a s  w e l l ,  a re  c o n t r iv e d  n o t  on ly  to
^Stanford, p.  87.
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make sen se  i n  th e m se lv e s ,  b u t  a l s o  to  s i g n i f y  a  second , c o r r e l a t e d
62o r d e r  o f  p e r s o n s ,  t h i n g s ,  c o n c e p ts ,  o r  e v e n t s . "  Thus i n  a l l e g o r y ,  
th e  l i t e r a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  r e f l e c t s  th e  f i g u r a t i v e  e s se n ce  and th e  
two l e v e l s  f i n a l l y  c o n jo in .  A lleg o ry  u s u a l l y  c l e a r l y  emerges in  
n a r r a t i v e  and shou ld  n o t  m is le a d  most r e a d e r s .
S im i la r  to  v e r b a l  i r o n y ,  n a r r a t i v e  i ro n y  ju x ta p o s e s  two n a r r a ­
t i v e s ,  one e x p l i c i t l y  s t a t e d ,  th e  o th e r  c o v e r t ly  im p l ie d .  The c lue  
to  th e  c o r r e c t  r e a d in g  comes from th e  i ro n y  i t s e l f ,  w hereas w ith  
am bigu ity  no i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  can be s in g le d  ou t as  c o r r e c t .  I ro n y ,  
however, has a c o r r e c t  d r i f t  which i s  u n e q u iv o c a l ly  im p lie d  w i th in  
th e  t e x t .  Rimmon says  t h a t  one c l e a r  c lu e  to  th e  p re sen ce  o f  i ro n y  
r a t h e r  than  am b igu ity  i s  th e  u n r e l i a b l e  n a r r a t o r  o r  c h a r a c t e r .  Once 
we re c o g n iz e  u n r e l i a b i l i t y ,  our i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  should  p roceed  in  
o p p o s i t io n  to  th e  c h a r a c t e r ’s a c c o u n t .  I f ,  on th e  o th e r  hand, 
am bigu ity  o p e r a t e s ,  we would be unab le  to  d i s c e r n  a b s o lu t e ly  w hether
th e  c h a r a c t e r  i s  u n r e l i a b l e  o r  n o t .  Thus Rimmon a s s e r t s  t h a t  a l l
63u n r e l i a b i l i t y  d en o tes  i ro n y  and n o t  am b ig u ity .
^ A b ra m s ,  p . 4.
^Rimmon, p . 15. She assum es, however, t h a t  th e  u n r e l i a b i l i t y  
w i l l  be c l e a r  to  th e  r e a d e r .  Wayne Booth , in  c o n t r a s t ,  c la im s  t h a t  
much am bigu ity  i s  u n i n t e n t i o n a l  and p rovokes co n fu s io n  because  o f  the  
f a c t  t h a t  in a d e q u a te  w arn in g  o p e r a te s  in  th e  n a r r a t i v e .  He s e e s  t h i s  
as a weakness o f  much l i t e r a t u r e ,  and p o i n t s  t o  The Turn o f th e  Screw 
as an example. See The R h e to r ic  o f  F i c t i o n , pp . 3 1 6 f f .  B ooth , how­
e v e r ,  a l s o  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  he h im s e l f  i s  aware o f  a d i f f e r e n c e  between 
am bigu ity  and i ro n y  when he rem arks in  a fo o tn o te  i n  The R h e to r ic  o f  
I r o n y :
C r i t i c a l  d eb a te  abou t S w i f t ’s s a t i r e  ["A Modest P ro p o sa l" ]  
and i ro n y  runs  by now to  what must be thousands  o f  books 
and a r t i c l e s .  The c e n t r a l  i s s u e s  a re  i n c i s i v e l y  ana lyzed
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Summary
A d m itted ly ,  when d i s c u s s in g  b o th  v e r b a l  and n a r r a t i v e  a m b ig u ity ,  
i t  i s  e x c e e d in g ly  d i f f i c u l t  t o  keep th e  many v a r i e d  term s s e p a r a te  
and m ean in g fu l ,  b u t  i n  o rd e r  to  d e a l  w ith  th e  s p e c i f i c  m ach ina tions  
o f  am b ig u ity  i n  a n a l y s i s  and perform ance we must do so . A la rg e  
p a r t  o f  th e  problem  i n  d e a l i n g  w i th  am bigu ity  r e s u l t s  from t h i s  o v e r ­
la p  and c o n fu s io n  o f  te rm in o lo g y .  This  c h a p te r  has  a t te m p ted  to  sep ­
a r a t e ,  d e f in e ,  and c l a r i f y  th e  many cog n a te  term s t h a t  have come 
under th e  u m b re l la - te rm  " a m b ig u i ty ."  Terms such as  "vagueness"  w ith  
i t s  p e j o r a t i v e  c o n n o ta t io n s ,a n d  term s co n n o tin g  p o s i t i v e  v a lu e  such 
a s " p l u r i s i g n a t i o n "  and " s o f t  fo c u s"  sh o u ld  now be c l e a r ,  s in c e  we 
u n d e rs ta n d  t h e i r  un ique e f f e c t s  i n  language  and l i t e r a t u r e  and how 
th ey  a r e  s i m i l a r  b u t  a re  d i f f e r e n t  from am b ig u i ty .  Ambiguity i s  a 
phenomenon o f  n a t u r a l  language  as w e l l  as o f  l i t e r a t u r e .  I t  can be
by Edward W. Rosenheim, J r ................... Mr. Rosenheim r i g h t l y
n o te s  t h a t  to  c a l l  a  work by S w if t  " i r o n i c "  says  p r a c t i c a l l y  
n o th in g  abou t i t ,  g iv en  th e  g ro te s q u e  lo o s e n e s s  o f  the  te rm ; 
he th en  in  e f f e c t  p u ts  i ro n y  to  one s i d e  and d is c u s s e s  what 
I  c a l l  s t a b l e  i r o n i e s  under o th e r  c r i t i c a l  te rm s. I t  i s  
good s t r a t e g y ,  g iv en  th e  w o r ld 's  h a b i t  o f  e q u a t in g  i ro n y  
w ith  a m b ig u ity ,  . . . (p . 1 0 5 -0 6 ) .
See a l s o  pp. 126-27 o f  I ro n y  where he c l e a r l y  i n d i c a t e s  h i s  con cep t 
o f  am bigu ity  as b e in g  i d e n t i c a l  to  th e  con cep t h e ld  by Rimmon and 
B e a rd s le y .  He con tends  t h a t  c o n fu s in g  am b ig u ity  w ith  s t a b l e  i ro n y  
d im in ish e s  th e  " d e l i g h t s "  o f  th e  l a t t e r .  I r o n i c a l l y ,  he uses  th e  
same r a b b i t - d u c k  draw ing  to  d e s c r ib e  v i s u a l l y  i ro n y  and n o t  ambi­
g u i ty  (p. 127). He l a t e r  uses  th e  te rm  " d i s j u n c t i v e "  to  d e s c r ib e  
one type  of s t a b l e  i ro n y  v e ry  s i m i l a r  to  th e  e i t h e r - o r  e f f e c t  t h a t  
I  c a l l  d i s j u n c t i v e  a m b ig u ity  (p . 128). In  C hap ter  IV below , I  
d is c u s s  u n r e l i a b i l i t y  o f  c h a r a c t e r s  and n a r r a t o r s  as a d ev ice  of 
am bigu ity  when we canno t p o s i t i v e l y  d e te rm in e  i f  th e  c h a r a c t e r  in  
q u e s t io n  i s  r e l i a b l e  o r  n o t .
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d i s j u n c t i v e  where meanings exc lu d e  and i n h i b i t  each o th e r  p ro v id in g  
no way f o r  th e  r e a d e r  to  choose between them o r  c o n ju n c t iv e  where 
meanings rem ain  d i s t i n c t l y  s e p a ra b le  b u t  complementary and thus  
r e q u i r e  no c h o ic e .  A d d i t iv e  and i n t e g r a t i v e  a m b ig u i t ie s  a r e  more 
a c c e s s i b l e  t o  r e a d e r s  when l a b e l e d  " s o f t  fo c u s"  and " p l u r i s i g n a t i o n , "  
a s u b s e t  o f  c o n ju n c t iv e  a m b ig u i ty .  However, we must a l s o  keep  in  
mind t h a t  c o n ju n c t iv e  and d i s j u n c t i v e  a m b ig u i t ie s  a r i s e  as a r e s u l t  
o f  c o n t r a d i c t o r y  c lu e s  o r  l a c k  o f  c lu e s  which c r e a t e s  doubt o r  
u n c e r t a i n t y  as t o  th e  p ro p e r  meaning. D is ju n c t iv e  and c o n ju n c t iv e  
a m b ig u i t ie s  b o th  must o f f e r  two o r  more m eanings, These two o r  more 
d i s t i n c t  meanings a r i s e ,  and e i t h e r  th e  c o n te x t  can p ro v id e  two o r  
more s e t s  o f  s u p p o r t in g  c lu e s  ( The Turn o f th e  Screw) , o r  th e  
n a r r a t i v e  may su g g e s t  two o r  more p o s s ib l e  s o l u t i o n s  w i th o u t  
p r o v id in g  any c lu e s  to  choose betw een them ("The Lady, or th e  
T i g e r " ) .
CHAPTER II
THE AESTHETIC VALUE OF AMBIGUITY
A m biguity , sem an tic  o r  n a r r a t i v e ,  o p e r a te s  as  an i n t e g r a l  p a r t  
o f  th e  r e a d in g  p ro c e ss  as  does th e  r o l e  o f  th e  p e r c e i v e r .  This  
c h a p te r  w i l l  b r i e f l y  examine th e  changing  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of th e  r o l e  
o f  th e  p e r c e i v e r ,  th e  f u n c t io n  and v a lu e  of a m b ig u i ty ,  and how they  
a r e  r e l a t e d ;  f i n a l l y ,  i t  w i l l  d i s c u s s  newer t h e o r i e s  of l i t e r a r y  
a m bigu ity  v e r s u s  more t r a d i t i o n a l  v iew s o f  l i t e r a t u r e .
The Role o f  th e  P e r c e iv e r
Over th e  l a s t  t h i r t y  y e a r s ,  g r e a t  changes have tak en  p la ce  
i n  s c h o l a r ' s  concep t of th e  r o l e  of th e  p e r c e iv e r  in  a e s t h e t i c  
e x p e r ie n c e .  For y e a r s  a r t i s t i c  c r i t i c i s m  r e l e g a t e d  th e  p e r c e iv e r  
to  a p o s i t i o n  o f  p a s s iv e  r e c e p t i o n  in  which th e  o b j e c t  ( in  our case  
th e  l i t e r a t u r e )  a c te d  upon th e  p e r c e i v e r .  Emphasis c e n te re d  on th e  
work o f  a r t ,  th e  a r t i s t ,  o r  how th e  p ie c e  m ir ro re d  th e  u n iv e r s e  i t  
sought to  d e p i c t .  In  1934, however, th e  p u b l i c a t i o n  of John Dewey's 
A rt a s  E xperience  and o th e r  landm ark books which soon fo llow ed  marked 
a r a d i c a l  d e p a r tu r e  from th e s e  more t r a d i t i o n a l  th e o r ie s ." ^  For Dewey, 
a s  w e l l  a s  o t h e r s ,  th e  p e r c e i v e r  became an a c t i v e ,  c r e a t i v e  p a r t i c i ­
p an t  i n  th e  a e s t h e t i c  e x p e r ie n c e .  In  a sense  th e  p e r c e iv e r  a c t u a l l y
■^See, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  L ou ise  M. R o s e n b l a t t ' s  books.
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h e lp s  to  c r e a t e  h i s  own i n d i v i d u a l i z e d  l i t e r a r y  e x p e r ie n c e  ou t of th e  
framework th e  work o f a r t  p ro v id e s .  G e n e ra l ly ,  th e  work o f  a r t  w i l l  
f o s t e r  i n  th e  p e r c e iv e r  a s e r i e s  of e x p e r ie n c e s  which may run  p a r a l l e l  
to  th e  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  th e  o r i g i n a t o r  o f  th e  work. At th e  same t im e ,  
though , th e  p e r c e iv e r  e f f e c t s  new e x p e r ie n c e s  by way o f  h i s  i n d i v i ­
d u a l iz e d  r e a c t i o n s  and r e s p o n se s  to  th e  work. In  t h i s  way he p a s s e s  
from a r o l e  of th e  p a s s iv e  r e c i p i e n t  to  one o f  th e  a c t i v e  p a r t i c i p a t o r .
Other a e s t h e t i c i a n s  and p h i lo s o p h e r s  such a s  B e a rd s le y ,  P ep p er ,
Arnheim, and B e r le a n t  have fo rm a lize d  s i m i l i a r  views r e g a rd in g  th e
r o l e  o f  th e  p e r c e i v e r .  In  p a r t i c u l a r ,  th e  r e c e n t  development of
phenomenology has  g a rn e red  a t t e n t i o n  o f  s c h o la r s  in  f i e l d s  in c lu d in g
our own concerned  w ith  th e  a e s t h e t i c  p r o c e s s .  In  e x p la in in g  th e
re a d in g  p ro c e s s  p h e n o m e n o lo g ic a l ly , Wolfgang I s e r  s u g g e s ts  t h a t  when
we c o n s id e r  th e  l i t e r a r y  work, we "must ta k e  i n t o  account no t only
th e  a c t u a l  t e x t  b u t  a l s o ,  and i n  eq u a l  m easure , th e  a c t i o n s  in v o lv ed
2
i n  re sp o n d in g  to  t h a t  t e x t . "  Thus th e  l i t e r a r y  work as  e x p e r ien c e  
has two p o le s :  th e  a r t i s t i c  and th e  a e s t h e t i c .  The a r t i s t i c  p o le
r e f e r s  to  th e  a u th o r - c r e a t e d  t e x t ,  w h i le  th e  a e s t h e t i c  p o le  r e f e r s  
to  th e  r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  th e  t e x t  by th e  i n d i v i d u a l  r e a d e r .  As a 
r e s u l t ,  we cannot c o r r e c t l y  e q u a te  th e  l i t e r a r y  work w ith  th e  t e x t
2
Wolfgang I s e r ,  The Im p lied  R ead e r : P a t t e r n s  o f Communication
in  P ro se  F i c t i o n  from Bunyan to  B ec k e t t  (B a l t im o re :  Johns Hopkins
U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1974), p .  274.
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a lo n e  o r  m ere ly  w i th  th e  t e x t ’s r e a d e r  r e a l i z a t i o n .  The l i t e r a r y
work as  a c t u a l  e x p e r ie n c e  acco rd in g  to  I s e r  l i e s  somewhere i n  betw een.
Norman H o lland , a n o th e r  s u p p o r te r  o f  th e  a c t i v e  p e r c e iv e r
v ie w p o in t ,  has  approached l i t e r a r y  p e r c e p t io n  th rough  p sy c h o a n a ly t ic  
3
th e o ry .  For H o llan d , th e  w r i t e r  re a c h e s  a r e a d e r  th rough  a m ix tu re  
of what he l a b e l s  th e  w r i t e r ’s and th e  r e a d e r ' s  i d e n t i t y  them e. Each 
r e a d e r  responds  to  a l i t e r a r y  s e l e c t i o n  c r e a t i v e l y  as  he t r i e s  to  
"compose from th e  e lem en ts  o f  th e  work a match to  h i s  own c h a r a c t e r i s ­
t i c  s t y l e . A s  a r e s u l t ,  th e  a u th o r  e x e r t s  no f i n a l  c o n t r o l  over 
r e a d e r  r e s p o n s e s .  I n s t e a d :
The a r t i s t  le a v e s  beh ind  him a s t r u c t u r e  he th in k s  
co m p le te ,  and so i t  i s — f o r  him. For h i s  a u d ie n c e ,  
however, i t  i s  an e x p e r ie n c e  y e t  t o  be r e a l i z e d ,  and 
d i f f e r e n t  p eop le  w i l l  r e a l i z e  i t  i n  d i f f e r e n t  ways.
Some w i l l  t r y  to  g e t  ou t what th e  a r t i s t  in te n d e d  
( d e s p i t e  th e  " i n t e n t i o n a l  f a l l a c y " ) .  O thers  w i l l  
p u rsu e  a " t r u e "  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  P r o f e s s io n a l  r e a d e r s  
may t r y  to  s e t  th e  work in  an h i s t o r i c a l  o r  b io g r a p h ic a l  
o r  t h e o r e t i c a l  framework. A l l ,  however, w i l l  t r y  to  
b u i ld  an e x p e r ie n c e  from some o r  a l l  o f  the  words— 
th e  raw m a t e r i a l s — th e  w r i t e r  l e f t  beh ind  him and 
w i th in  th e  c o n s t r a i n t s  imposed by th e  o r d in a ry  s y n t a c t i c  
and sem an tic  r e l a t i o n s  among th o s e  w o rd s .5
C e r t a i n ly ,  any good a u th o r  p ro b ab ly  w i l l  e x e r t  some l e v e l  of i n f l u ­
ence on th e  r e a d e r ’ s im a g in a t io n ,  s in c e  he has  a t  h i s  d i s p o s a l  b o th  
l i t e r a r y  te c h n iq u e s  and r h e t o r i c a l  m a n ip u la t io n  o f  them. But a s
Norman N. H o llan d , Poems in  P e r s o n s : An I n t r o d u c t i o n  to  th e
P sy c h o a n a ly s is  o f  L i t e r a t u r e . (New York: W. W. N orton & Company,
1975) .
^H o llan d , p . 145.
^H o lland , pp. 147-48.
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H olland  s u g g e s t s ,  no w ise  a u th o r  w i l l  a t te m p t  to  l a y  o u t th e  e n t i r e  
p i c t u r e  b e fo re  h i s  r e a d e r s  because  on ly  by s t im u la t in g  th e  r e a d e r ’ s 
im a g in a t io n  can he p o s s ib ly  hope to  in v o lv e  him w ith  th e  t e x t .  And 
o n ly  th rough  t h i s  r e a d e r  invo lvem ent can he r e a l i z e  th e  t r u e  " i n t e n ­
t i o n s "  o f  th e  work. I f ,  in d e e d ,  th e  a u th o r  d id  e x e r t  f i n a l  c o n t r o l  
o f  th e  r e a d e r  th rough  th e  t e x t ,  th e n  th e  work of a r t  would become 
a " f ix e d  s t im u lu s  e l i c i t i n g  a f ix e d  r e s p o n s e . "  And as H olland p o in t s  
o u t ,  common e x p e r ie n c e  t e l l s  us t h i s  s im ply  i s  n o t  t r u e .  I n s t e a d ,  
th e  w r i t e r  c r e a t e s  an o v e r a l l  s t r u c t u r e  which th e  r e a d e r  " f i n i s h e s "  
and th u s  r e c r e a t e s  f o r  h im s e l f .  Some r e a d e r s  w i l l  u ndoub ted ly  com­
m it th e  A f f e c t iv e  F a l la c y  and d i s t o r t  th e  t e x t ,  b u t g e n e r a l l y  th e  
s t r u c t u r a l  framework of th e  t e x t  p re c lu d e s  o v e re x te n s iv e  and i r r e l e ­
v an t  p e r v e r s io n .
Two a e s t h e t i c i a n s  who e a r l i e r  r e a l i z e d  th e  p o t e n t i a l  harm 
in  t h i s  have emphasized how the  o b je c t  i t s e l f  and n o t  th e  a u th o r  
c o n t r o l s  th e  r e a d e r  i n  such  a way t h a t  th e  p e r s o n a l  t a s t e s  and 
f e e l i n g s  o f  a p a r t i c u l a r  i n d i v i d u a l  do n o t  ge t  in  th e  way and c a n c e l  
out th e  work i t s e l f .  S tephen C. Pepper in  The Work o f  A rt and Monroe 
B ea rd s ley  in  A e s th e t i c s  b o th  adm it th e  i n d iv id u a l  n a tu r e  o f  th e  r o l e  
th e  p e r c e iv e r  p la y s  in  th e  a e s t h e t i c  e x p e r ie n c e ,  b u t  n e v e r t h e l e s s  
i n s i s t  t h a t  th e  o b je c t  u l t i m a t e l y  a c t s  a s  a c o n t r o l  over i r r e l e v a n t
^H o lland , p . 146.
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f e e l i n g s  and r e a c t i o n s .  As a r e s u l t  o f  th e  com bina tion  o f  in d iv id u a l  
p e r c e p t io n  b u f f e re d  by o b je c t  c o n t r o l ,  d i f f e r e n t  r e a d e r s  can i n t e r ­
p r e t  a s i n g l e  t e x t  in  d i f f e r e n t  ways and s t i l l  remain w i th in  an 
a c c e p te d  range  of " c o r r e c t n e s s . " ^
Arnold B e r le a n t  p ro v id e s  added i n s i g h t  i n to  th e  changing r o l e  
o f  th e  p e r c e i v e r .  A ccording  to  an a d d re s s  g iven  by B e r le a n t  to  th e  
Speech Communication A s s o c ia t io n  c o n v en tio n  in  Houston, Texas i n  1975, 
th e  r e a d e r  no t on ly  p a r t i c i p a t e s  in  th e  a e s t h e t i c  e x p e r ie n c e ,  bu t 
s im u l ta n e o u s ly  becomes a "p e r fo rm e r"  o f  th e  work. Because he becomes 
i n t i m a t e l y  in v o lv ed  in  th e  e x p e r ie n c e  and h e lp s  to  r e c r e a t e  i t ,  he 
a l s o  becomes a shap ing  f o r c e  of th e  e x p e r ien c e  i t s e l f .  Thus r e a d e r s ,  
a c c o rd in g  to  H o llan d , r e c r e a t e  p ie c e s  in  term s "o f  t h e i r  own p a t t e r n
g
of d r iv e s  and d e f e n s e s . "  T y p i c a l ly ,  n o v e ls  o r  s h o r t  s t o r i e s  con­
f r o n t  the  r e a d e r  w i th  a s e r i e s  o f  presum ably s o lv a b le  problem s w h ile  
s im u l ta n e o u s ly  w i th h o ld in g  s o l u t i o n s .  T h e re fo re ,  th e  r e a d e r  s t r i v e s  
to  fo rm u la te  answ ers and s o l u t i o n s .  The nove l p r e s e n t s ,  th e n ,  an
e x p e r i e n t i a l  d e s ig n  in te n d e d  to  in v o lv e  th e  r e a d e r  i n  th e  w orld  of
9
th e  work and to  h e lp  him u n d e rs tan d  h i s  own world b e t t e r .  Only 
upon th e  convergence  of t e x t  and r e a d e r  can th e  l i t e r a r y  work come 
i n t o  e x i s t e n c e  and a t t a i n  a l i f e  o f  i t s  own.^^
^Holland a g r e e s ,  p . 146.
^H o lland , p . 155.
9tI s e r ,  p . x i .
■ ^ I se r ,  p.  275 .
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A uthors  a s  w e l l  a s  c r i t i c s  f r e q u e n t ly  comment upon th e  a c t i v e
n a tu r e  o f  th e  r e a d e r - a g e n t . For example L aurence S te rn  co n ce iv es  o f
a work t h a t  i s
. . . som ething l i k e  an a re n a  in  which r e a d e r  and 
a u th o r  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  a game o f th e  im a g in a t io n .  I f  
th e  r e a d e r  were g iv en  th e  whole s t o r y ,  and t h e r e  was 
n o th in g  l e f t  f o r  him to  do, then  h i s  im a g in a t io n  would 
n ev e r  e n t e r  th e  f i e l d ,  th e  r e s u l t  would be th e  boredom 
which i n e v i t a b l y  a r i s e s  when e v e r y th in g  i s  l a i d  out 
cu t  and d r i e d  b e fo re  u s .  A l i t e r a r y  t e x t  must t h e r e ­
fo r e  be conce ived  i n  such a way t h a t  i t  w i l l  engage
th e  r e a d e r ' s  im a g in a t io n  i n  th e  t a s k  o f working th in g s
out f o r  h im s e l f ,  f o r  re a d in g  i s  on ly  a p le a s u r e  when
i t  i s  a c t i v e  and c r e a t i v e . H
F u r th e r ,  e x p e r im e n ta l  n o v e l i s t  A la in  R o b b e - G r i l le t  demands and e x p e c ts
i n t e r a c t i o n  on th e  p a r t  o f  th e  r e a d e r :
. . . th e  a u th o r  today  p ro c la im s  h i s  a b s o lu te  need 
f o r  th e  r e a d e r ' s  c o o p e r a t io n ,  an a c t i v e ,  co n sc io u s  
c r e a t i v e  a s s i s t a n c e .  What he a sk s  o f  him i s  no 
lo n g e r  to  r e c e iv e  ready-made a w orld  com ple te ,  f u l l ,  
c lo se d  upon i t s e l f ,  b u t  on th e  c o n t r a r y  to  p a r t i c i ­
p a te  in  a c r e a t i o n ,  to  in v e n t  i n  h i s  tu r n  th e  work— 
and th e  w o rld — and th u s  to  l e a r n  to  in v e n t  h i s  own
l i f e . 12
C le a r l y ,  th e n ,  th e  l i t e r a r y  work and th e  a u th o r  can e x e r t  on ly  l im i t e d  
c o n t r o l  over r e a d e r s  b ecau se  th e  r e a d e r  m a in ta in s  h i s  a c t i v e  r o l e  in  
th e  a e s t h e t i c  p r o c e s s .  R ecogn iz ing  th e  r e a d e r ' s  c r e a t i v e  r o l e  does 
n o t ,  however, g iv e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  an i n d i v i d u a l ' s  a s s ig n in g  i d i o ­
s y n c r a t i c  meanings to  th e  t e x t  o r  ig n o r in g  e s s e n t i a l  e lem en ts  o f  i t .
^ I s e r ,  p .  275.
12A la in  R o b b e - G r i l l e t ,  For ji New N ove l: E ssays  on F i c t i o n
(New York: Grove P r e s s ,  1965), p .  156.
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F u n c tio n  and Value o f  Ambiguity
According to  Rimmon we can t r a d i t i o n a l l y  acco u n t f o r  th e
f u n c t io n s  and v a lu e  of any l i t e r a r y  t e x t  in  two m ajor ways: mim etic
* 1 ^and non -m im etic .  J I n  m im etic  l i t e r a r y  e x p e r ie n c e  th e  e lem en ts  of 
t h e  s e l e c t i o n  i n  some way r e f l e c t  phenomenon o u t s id e  i t s e l f  i n  th e  
"world o f  r e a l i t y . "  With non-m im etic  l i t e r a t u r e ,  however, th e  
e x p e r ie n c e  o f  r e a d in g  fo c u s e s  on th e  p ro c e ss  o f  re a d in g  i t s e l f  and 
on th e  way i n  which th e  r e a d e r ' s  a t t e n t i o n  fo c u ses  on th e  re a d in g  
p r o c e s s .  In  t h i s  way non-m im etic  l i t e r a t u r e  becomes a " s e l f ­
r e f l e x i v e  m e d i t a t io n  on th e  medium o f a r t ,  r a t h e r  th a n  a m i r ro r in g  
o f a r e a l i t y  o u t s id e  a r t . " ^  Non-mimetic l i t e r a t u r e  f r e q u e n t ly  
in c lu d e s  a m b ig u i t i e s  o f  one k in d  o r  a n o th e r .  This  tendency  toward 
in c lu d in g  am b ig u ity  o f t e n  o ccu rs  i n  a n t i - r e a l i s t i c  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  th e  
tw e n t i e th  c e n tu r y ,  l i t e r a t u r e  w hich o f t e n  om its  i n t e g r a l  p ie c e s  of 
in fo r m a t io n  in  such  a  way t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  e lem en ts  o f  p l o t  and 
c h a r a c t e r  rem ain  u n re so lv e d  e i t h e r  te m p o ra r i ly  o r  p e rm an en tly .  This 
d e v ic e  o f  a m b ig u i ty ,  c a l l e d  a " g a p ,"  le a v e s  a  sp ace  i n  th e  t e x t  which 
encourages  th e  r e a d e r  to  s e a r c h  o u t  c lu e s  i n  o rd e r  to  com ple te  o r  
f i l l  i n  th e  m is s in g  in f o r m a t io n .  Not a l l  gaps cau se  a m b ig u ity ,  b u t  
many do . W hile we re a d  a d e t e c t i v e  s t o r y ,  f o r  exam ple, we a re  
c o n t i n u a l l y  fa c ed  w i th  a m u l t i p l i c i t y  o f  p o t e n t i a l  answers to  th e  
q u e s t i o n ,  "Who committed th e  m urder? The b u t l e r ?  The maid? The
l^ S h lo m ith  Rimmon, The Concept o f  Am biguity— th e  Example of 
James (C hicago: U n iv e r s i t y  of Chicago P r e s s ,  197 7 ),  p . 227.
■^Rimmon, p .  227.
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w ife ? "  Throughout th e  n a r r a t i v e  any one o f  th e s e  c h o ice s  seems 
p l a u s i b l e  and i n  t h i s  way th e  work c o n s t a n t ly  " t e a s e s "  u s .  The 
work and i t s  am b igu ity  f u r t h e r  r e i n f o r c e  our r o l e  as  an a c t i v e  
p a r t i c i p a n t  i n  s o lv in g  th e  m urder— a " s i l e n t  p a r t n e r "  o f  th e  f i c t i o n a l  
d e t e c t i v e ,  i f  you w i l l .  This  t e a s in g  o f  our m en ta l  f a c u l t i e s  a c t s  
to  p i t  us  a g a i n s t  th e  r h e t o r i c a l  d e v ic e s  o f  th e  s t o r y  d e s ig n ed  to  
o u tw i t  u s .  The f i n a l  outcome o f th e  m ystery  may o r  may n o t  p ro ­
v id e  added p le a s u r e  depending  on w he ther  o r  n o t  we chose  th e  c o r r e c t  
a l t e r n a t i v e .  I f  we chose  c o r r e c t l y ,  we f e e l  a s en se  of a ccom plish ­
m ent. But even i f  we guessed  i n c o r r e c t l y ,  we s t i l l  e x p e r ie n c e  a 
sen se  of co m ple tion  and s a t i s f a c t i o n ,  s i n c e  our u n c e r t a i n t y  has 
been r e s o lv e d .  F u r th e r ,  even in  s i t u a t i o n s  o f  perm anen t,  u n re so lv e d  
a m b ig u i ty ,  we e x p e r ie n c e  a k in d  o f p l e a s u r e  i n  a t te m p t in g  to  s o lv e  
th e  m y s te ry ;  t h i s  i s  what encouraged our p ro b in g  th ro u g h o u t th e  
m y s te ry .  This  "m en ta l t e a s i n g "  i n t r i g u e s  us and f u r t h e r  c a tc h e s  
us up in  th e  s t o r y .  As a r e s u l t ,  th e  gaps we a t te m p t  to  f i l l  i n  
cause  in  us a c t i v e  r a t h e r  th a n  p a s s iv e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n . ^  And i n  t h i s  
way we become a k ind  of c o l l a b o r a t o r  w i th  th e  a u th o r .
As Kaplan and K r is  p o in t  o u t ,  am b ig u ity  f u n c t io n s  in  l i t e r a ­
t u r e  "no t as a c a r r i e r  o f  a c o n te n t  which i s  somehow i n  i t s e l f  
p o e t i c ,  b u t  as th e  in s t ru m e n t  by w hich a c o n te n t  i s  made p o e t i c  
th ro u g h  th e  p ro c e ss  of r e - c r e a t i o n . " ^  This  i s  n o t  to  say  t h a t
■^Rimmon, p . 228.
■^Abraham Kaplan and E rn s t  K r i s ,  " E s t h e t i c  A m bigu ity ,"  
P h i lo so p h y  and P henom enolog ica l R esearch  8 (March 1 9 4 8 ) :430.
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am bigu ity  i s  th e  s o l e  r e s o u rc e  o f  p o e t i c  e f f e c t i v e n e s s .  O bviously , 
a s p e c t s  such as  i n d i v i d u a l  s t y l e ,  b e au ty  o f  la n g u ag e , and com pelling  
c h a r a c t e r  d e p i c t io n  a l l  c o n t r i b u t e  to  th e  o v e r a l l  a e s t h e t i c  e f f e c t  
o f  th e  work. However, th e  p le a s u r e  o f  what th e  p o e t  Mallarme c a l l s  
"g u ess in g  l i t t l e  by l i t t l e "  f r e q u e n t ly  m o t iv a te s  th e  a c t i v e ,  p a r t i c ­
i p a t i v e  a e s t h e t i c  e x p e r i e n c e . ^
T h e re fo re ,  am b ig u ity  makes th e  re a d in g  p ro c e ss  dynamic, and 
a c c o rd in g  to  Rimmon, o v e r r id e s  th e  p a s s iv e  consumer of l i t e r a t u r e
and a r t  b ecau se  th e  a c t i v a t i o n  of th e  r e a d in g  p ro c e s s  b re a k s  up
18t h e  "autom atism  in v o lv e d  i n  p a s s iv e  co n sum ption ."  The a u th o r  
h a s ,  as Rimmon r e c o r d s ,  h e lp e d  t o  "make . . . h i s  r e a d e r  v e ry  much as 
he makes h i s  c h a r a c t e r . C e r t a i n l y ,  any a r t i s t  t r i e s  to  c o n t r o l  th e  
d e g re e  o f am bigu ity  o r  c l a r i t y  i n  h i s  l i t e r a t u r e ;  Henry Jam es, f o r  
i n s t a n c e ,  le an ed  toward an abundance o f  am b igu ity  th u s  c r e a t i n g  
m u l t ip l e  meanings and a  s e n s e  o f  concea lm en t.  Norrman p o in t s  o u t 
t h a t  "by t h i s  ch o ice  he  [James] s h i f t e d  a  l a r g e r  s h a r e  o f  th e  
c r e a t i v e  p ro c e ss  to  th e  r e a d e r ,  th u s  g a in in g  a c c e s s  to  a  wide 
r e g i s t e r  of a e s t h e t i c  re sp o n se  as  w e l l  as  i n c u r r i n g  th e  r i s k  o f
20l o s in g  c o n t r o l  over th e  p ro c e s s  of th e  r e a d e r ' s  c r e a t i v e  w o rk ."
^ K a p la n  and K r i s ,  p .  430.
^Rimmon, p . 229.
^Rimmon, p . 229.
20 R alf  Norrman, "Techniques o f  Ambiguity in  th e  F i c t i o n  o f  
Henry Jam es ,"  Acta Academiae A b o e n s is , Hum aniora, s e r .  A, 54 (1977):
7 .
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U ndoubtedly , o th e r  a u th o rs ,  n o ta b ly  John Hawkes, a l s o  l e a n  toward 
concealm ent and th u s  h e lp  re n d e r  th e  l i t e r a r y  e x p e r ie n c e  more 
dynam ic.
The fu n c t io n  o f  am bigu ity  becomes c l e a r e r  i f  we once a g a in  
c o n s id e r  th e  re a d in g  p ro c e s s  i t s e l f .  Rimmon con tends t h a t ,  
g e n e r a l l y , th e  p ro c e s s  demands t h a t  th e  r e a d e r  i n t e g r a t e  v a r io u s  
d a ta  by examining i n d i v i d u a l  c lu e s  as  th ey  s u p p o r t  a n d /o r  c o n t r a ­
d i c t  one a n o th e r .  The r e a d e r  must th en  m e n ta l ly  e s t a b l i s h  h y p o th ese s  
as  to  what has  o c c u r re d ,  what i s  p r e s e n t l y  going  on, and what i s
l i k e l y  to  o ccu r  i n  th e  f u t u r e .  S i m i l a r l y ,  he must e x p la in  c h a r a c t e r
21m otives  and a c t i o n s .  F r e q u e n t ly ,  when we read  a s t o r y ,  we assume 
th e  a c t i o n  i s  com ple te .  Raban p o in t s  o u t  t h a t  to g e th e r  th e  
" n a r r a t o r  and r e a d e r  r e c a l l  and r e c o n s t r u c t  p a s t  e v e n t s ,  v iew ing  
them w ith  th e  h in d s ig h t  o f  r e t r o s p e c t i v e  knowledge . . . .  th e  a c t i o n  
o f  th e  s t o r y  . . . e x i s t s  i n  an o rd e re d  sequence , i r r e l e v a n c e s
p p
e l im in a t e d ,  ready  f o r  judgem ent by th e  r e a d e r . "  However, p a s t  
re a d in g  e x p e r ie n c e s  t e l l  us  t h a t  few n a r r a t i v e s  f u n c t io n  i n  q u i t e  
so  s t r a ig h t f o r w a r d  a m anner. I n f o r m a t io n a l  gaps o c c u r ,  re n d e r in g  
our view  d i s t o r t e d .  O ften  c o n t r a d i c t o r y  p o in t s  of view f u r t h e r  
d i s t o r t  our s e n s e  o f  th e  s t o r y .  In  t h i s  way some gaps as w e l l  as 
some i n t e n t i o n a l  d i s t o r t i o n s  c r e a t e  a m b ig u i ty .  And a l th o u g h  we b eg in
p -I
Rimmon, p .  9.
22 Jo n a th a n  Raban, The Technique o f Modern F i c t i o n : Essays
in  P r a c t i c a l  C r i t i c i s m  (N otre  Dame: U n iv e r s i ty  of N o tre  Dame
P r e s s ,  196 9 ),  p .  23.
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r e a d in g  a  n a r r a t i v e  e x p e c t in g  a  r e s o l u t i o n  o f  th e  a m b ig u i ty ,  we may 
end th e  re a d in g  p ro c e s s  r e a l i z i n g  t h a t  t h e s e  gaps o f  in fo rm a t io n  
w i l l  n e v e r  be f i l l e d  i n .
Our a b i l i t y  to  p e r c e iv e  am bigu ity  i s  a r e l a t i v e  m a t t e r ,  as
Rimmon s a y s , one governed by our p e r s o n a l  make-up and l e v e l  of
s o p h i s t i c a t i o n ' .  For i n s t a n c e ,  a r e a d e r  accustom ed to  am b igu ity  w i l l
p ro b a b ly  s p o t  i t  q u ic k ly ;  some r e a d e r s  i n  f a c t  may read  am bigu ity
i n t o  a non-ambiguous n a r r a t i v e .  In  r e a d in g  ambiguous n a r r a t i v e s
we c o n t in u a l ly  s ee k  a b a la n c e  betw een th e  p o ly sem an tic  n a tu r e  of
th e  t e x t  and our own " i l l u s i o n s "  o r  e x p e c t a t i o n s .  And I s e r  r e a f f i r m s
t h a t  a l th o u g h  we b e g in  w i th  c e r t a i n  e x p e c t a t i o n s , th e s e  a r e  n e c e s -
23s a r i l y  s h a t t e r e d  i n  o rd e r  f o r  th e  a e s t h e t i c  e x p e r ie n c e  to  o c cu r .
Thus R i t c h ie  a s s e r t s  t h a t :
. . .  to  say m ere ly  t h a t  "our e x p e c ta t io n s  a r e  s a t i s ­
f i e d "  i s  to  be g u i l t y  of a n o th e r  s e r io u s  a m b ig u ity .
At f i r s t  s i g h t  such  a s ta te m e n t  seems to  deny th e  
obvious  f a c t  t h a t  much o f our enjoym ent i s  d e r iv e d  
from s u r p r i s e s ,  from b e t r a y a l s  o f  ou r e x p e c t a t i o n s .
The s o l u t i o n  to  th e  p a radox  i s  to  f i n d  some ground
f o r  a d i s t i n c t i o n  betw een " s u r p r i s e "  and " f r u s t r a t i o n . "
Roughly, th e  d i s t i n c t i o n  can be  made i n  term s of 
th e  e f f e c t s  which th e  two k in d s  o f  e x p e r ie n c e s  have 
upon u s .  F r u s t r a t i o n  b lo c k s  o r  checks a c t i v i t y .  I t  
n e c e s s i t a t e s  new o r i e n t a t i o n  f o r  our a c t i v i t y ,  i f  we 
a r e  to  e scape  th e  c u l  de s a c . C o n seq u en tly ,  we 
abandon th e  f r u s t r a t i n g  o b j e c t  and r e t u r n  to  b l i n d  
im p u ls iv e  a c t i v i t y .  On th e  o th e r  h and , s u r p r i s e  
m ere ly  causes  a tem porary  c e s s a t i o n  o f  th e  e x p lo ra ­
to r y  p hase  o f  th e  e x p e r ie n c e ,  and a r e c o u r s e  to  
i n t e n s e  c o n te m p la t io n  and s c r u t i n y .  In  t h e  l a t t e r  
phase  th e  s u r p r i s i n g  e lem en ts  a r e  s ee n  i n  t h e i r
2 3 i Se r ,  p .  287 .
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c o n n ec t io n  w i th  what has  gone b e f o r e ,  w i th  th e  whole 
d r i f t  o f  th e  e x p e r ie n c e ,  and th e  enjoym ent o f  th e s e  
v a lu e s  i s  th e n  ex tre m e ly  i n t e n s e . ^4
In  th e  c a se  o f  d i s j u n c t i v e  n a r r a t i v e  a m b ig u ity ,  Gombrich
p o in t s  o u t  t h a t  we can n e v e r  be "aware" o f  th e  a m b ig u i ty ,  b u t  on ly
25o f  th e  v a r io u s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of i t .  Though i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to
c o n c e p tu a l i z e ,  we can p e rh ap s  b e t t e r  u n d e rs tan d  t h i s  i d e a  by
r e a l i z i n g  t h a t  on ly  th ro u g h  th e  a c t  o f  " sw i tc h in g "  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s
do we re c o g n iz e  t h a t  opposing  and m u tu a l ly  e x c lu s iv e  re a d in g s
o p e r a t e .  We can t r a i n  o u r s e lv e s  to  sw i tc h  more and more q u ic k ly
betw een them, b u t  we canno t ho ld  on to  th e  two c o n f l i c t i n g  i n t e r -
26p r e t a t i o n s  a t  once. To do so would remove th e  am bigu ity  from th e  
w orld  of d i s j u n c t i o n  and t h r u s t  i t  i n c o r r e c t l y  i n t o  th e  w orld  of 
c o n ju n c t io n .  Only by l i m i t i n g  our a t t e n t i o n  to  one i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  
a t  a  tim e  may we p e r c e iv e  th e  d i s j u n c t i v e  n a tu r e  of th e  am b ig u ity .
The " t r i c k "  o f  t h i s  ty p e  o f  am b igu ity  w i l l  n o t  work w i th o u t  our 
c o n t in u e d  a c t i v e  c o n t r i b u t i o n  to  i t .  I f  we e v e r  once s o lv e  th e  
am bigu ity  ( i n  th e  c a se  o f  many d e t e c t i v e  n o v e l s ,  f o r  example) we
2 A
Benbow R i t c h i e ,  "The Formal S t r u c t u r e  o f  th e  A e s th e t i c  
O b je c t , "  The Problem s of A e s t h e t i c s : A Book o f R ea d in g s , e d s .
E l i s e o  Vivas and Murray K r ie g e r  (New York: H o l t ,  R in e h a r t  and
W inston , 1965), pp. 2 30 f .
^-*E. H. Gombrich, A rt  and I l l u s i o n : A Study i n  th e  Psychology
o f  P i c t o r i a l  R e p r e s e n ta t i o n  ( P r i n c e t o n : P r in c e to n  U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,
1972 ), p .  195.
26Gombrich, p .  195. He d i s c u s s e s  v i s u a l ,  n o t  l i t e r a r y  
a m b ig u i ty .
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may n e v e r  re c o v e r  th e  im p re s s io n  i t  made on us w h i le  we sea rch ed
27f o r  th e  c o r r e c t  s o l u t i o n .  D i s ju n c t iv e  am bigu ity  i n  l i t e r a t u r e ,
as  i n  a r t ,  th e n ,  f o r c e s  us  t o  e x e r c i s e  o u r  im a g in a t io n  and s h a re
28i n  th e  " c r e a t i v e  a d v e n tu re "  o f  th e  a u th o r .
And b ecau se  b o th  d i s j u n c t i v e  and c o n ju n c t iv e  a m b ig u i t ie s
f o r c e  th e  r e a d e r  to  c o n c e n t r a t e  more c lo s e l y  on th e  t e x t ,  they
a l s o  e l e v a t e  th e  im portance  o f th e  c o n te n t s  o f  th e  work. Ambiguity
29
th u s  h e lp s  to  c r e a t e  th e  s u b j e c t  m a t te r  and draws a t t e n t i o n  to
th e  w o rk ’s own c o m p o s i t io n a l  p r i n c i p l e .  In  t h i s  way, ambiguous
n a r r a t i v e s  become " s e l f - r e f l e x i v e  m e d i t a t io n s "  o f  th e  non-m im etic
ty p e .  Anytime we c o n f ro n t  gaps and t w i s t s  in  a  n a r r a t i v e ,  they
draw us i n t o  th e  a c t i o n  and as th e  r e a d e r ’s im a g in a t io n  f i l l s  i n
th e s e  g ap s ,  th e  p ro c e ss  o f  so do ing  in f lu e n c e s  th e  e f f e c t  o f  th e
w r i t t e n  p a r t  o f  th e  t e x t .  A whole dynamic p ro c e s s  th en  r e s u l t s  as
I s e r  p o in t s  o u t t h a t :
. . . th e  w r i t t e n  t e x t  imposes c e r t a i n  l i m i t s  on 
i t s  u n w r i t t e n  im p l ic a t io n s  in  o rd e r  to  p re v e n t  
th e s e  from becoming to o  b l u r r e d  and h a zy ,  b u t  a t  
th e  same tim e th e s e  i m p l i c a t i o n s ,  worked ou t by 
th e  r e a d e r ’s  im a g in a t io n ,  s e t  th e  g iv en  s i t u a t i o n  
a g a i n s t  a  background w hich endows i t  w i th  f a r  
g r e a t e r  s i g n i f i c a n c e  th a n  i t  m igh t have seemed 
to  p o s se s s  on i t s  own.30
^ G o m b r ic h ,  p .  228.
^ G o m b rich ,  p .  278.
^ N o rrm an ,  p .  118.
■^ Ise r ,  p .  276.
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D is ju n c t iv e  am bigu ity  f r u s t r a t e s  h a b i t u a l  e x p e c ta t io n s  o f  
th e  r e l a t i v e l y  p a s s iv e  r e a d e r .  Perm anently  u n re so lv e d  gaps c o u n te r ­
a c t  our b e l i e f  t h a t  th e  c e n t r a l  p u z z le  w i l l  f i n a l l y  a ch ie v e  
r e s o l u t i o n .  And th e  r e s u l t i n g  d e a u to m a t iz a t io n  c r e a t e d  by th e
perm anent gap enhances our new p e r c e p t io n  o f  th e  r e a l i t y  and d i r e c t s
0*1
o ur a t t e n t i o n  to  th e  medium i t s e l f .  C o n ju n c t iv e  a m b ig u i ty ,  on 
th e  o th e r  hand , p r e s e n t s  us  w i th  two o r  more i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s ,  d i f ­
f e r e n t ,  y e t  c o m p a t ib le ,  n o t  c o n t r a d i c t o r y .  I t  th u s  r e l i e v e s  us o f  
c h o ic e .  I f  we a r e  p e r c e p t iv e  r e a d e r s  and examine th e  c lu e s  i n h e r e n t  
i n  th e  t e x t ,  we w i l l  s e e  th e s e  d i f f e r e n t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  and g a in  
i n  much th e  same way t h a t  Empson a s s e r t s  we g a in  i n  r e a d in g  m u l t iv o c a l  
p o e t r y .  F u r th e r ,  i n  r e a l i z i n g  t h a t  th e s e  d i f f e r e n t  meanings a l l  f i t  
th e  c o n te x t  c r e a te d  by th e  t e x t u a l  c l u e s , we once a g a in  r e a l i z e  th e  
dynamic n a tu r e  o f  th e  re a d in g  p r o c e s s .  And th e  t e x t  a g a in  becomes a 
" s e l f - r e f l e x i v e  m e d i t a t io n "  f o r  u s .
In  th e  o p p o s i te  v e i n ,  we must a l s o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  u n re so lv ed  
am bigu ity  i n  m im etic  l i t e r a t u r e  may c e r t a i n l y  cause  d i s c o n t e n t  i n  
th e  r e a d e r .  I n a b i l i t y  to  d e c id e  w he ther  th e  g o v e rn ess  i n  The Turn 
of th e  Screw was good o r  e v i l  may cau se  such  am biva lence  in  th e  
r e a d e r  t h a t  overwhelming f r u s t r a t i o n  i n v a l i d a t e s  th e  e f f e c t  o f  th e  
a e s t h e t i c  e x p e r ie n c e .  Yet even t h i s  may become a  p o s i t i v e  conse­
quence , s in c e  i t  p a r a l l e l s  t y p i c a l  l i f e  e x p e r i e n c e s .  D a i ly ,  we
^Rimmon, p. 230.
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fa c e  c o g n i t iv e  and e m o tio n a l  d is so n a n c e  as  a  r e s u l t  of h av ing  to  
make d e c i s i o n s ,  many o f which seem im p o s s ib le .  Thus l i t e r a t u r e  
p r e s e n t in g  an ambiguous s i t u a t i o n  which causes  d i s t r e s s  may f o r t i f y  
us i n  our own l i v e s  a g a i n s t  th e  o n s la u g h t  o f  d a i l y  d ec is io n -m ak in g .  
By c o n tem p la t in g  am b ig u ity  i n  a d e tach ed  manner, we may b e t t e r  con­
t r o l  our r e a c t i o n s  to  i t  i n  r e a l  l i f e .  M aurice M erleau-Ponty
e x e m p l i f ie s  t y p i c a l  e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  p h ilo so p h y  which b e l i e v e s
32am bigu ity  i s  th e  e s se n c e  o f  human e x i s t e n c e .  The e x i s t e n t i a l i s t
c o n s id e r s  am bigu ity  i n  m o r a l i t y  a  n a t u r a l  consequence o f  m an 's
s t a t e  as a b e in g  i n  th e  w o r ld .  E x i s t e n t i a l  s c h o la r  Shoury e x p la in s
t h a t :  "T his  am bigu ity  i s  a t t r i b u t e d  to  th e  p ro b le m a t ic  n a tu r e  of
th e  human s i t u a t i o n  on th e  one hand , and to  th e  p a ra d o x ic a l  makeup
o f  man h im s e l f ,  on th e  o th e r .  I f  man i s  a l l  t h a t  s im p le ,  m o r a l i ty
can be s i m p l i f i e d ;  b u t  i f  man i s  complex, m o r a l i ty  canno t escape
33th e  com plex ity  o f  human n a t u r e . "  Our r e a l i z a t i o n  of th e  funda­
m en ta l  ambiguous n a tu r e  o f  l i f e  and u l t im a te  tr ium ph over ensu ing  
d is so n a n c e  i s  good, and e x i s t e n t i a l  p h i lo s o p h e rs  such  as M erleau- 
Ponty th in k  i t  i s  a m is ta k e  to  endow th e  concep t o f  am bigu ity  w i th  
n e g a t iv e  c o n n o ta t i o n s .
An added advan tage  o f  d e a l in g  w i th  ambiguous l i t e r a t u r e  
concerns  th e  fo l lo w in g  f a c t :
o p
John F. Bannan, The P h ilosophy  of M er leau -P o n ty . (New York: 
H a rc o u r t ,  Brace & W orld, 1967).
33 Imad T. Shouery, Ambiguity and Relevance in  S a r t r e ' s  
E x i s t e n t i a l i s m  ( B e i r u t :  L ib ra ry  o f  L ib an , 1973), p .  A.
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In  l i f e  we canno t a l lo w  e q u a l  t e n a b i l i t y  to  c o n t r a ­
d i c t o r i e s ,  and a l th o u g h  we sometimes r e a l i z e  t h a t  
th e  in fo r m a t io n  we have  i s  i n s u f f i c i e n t  f o r  c h o ic e ,  
ch o ic e  i t s e l f  a lways seems im p e ra t iv e .  A r t ,  on th e  
o th e r  hand, makes th e  c o e x is te n c e  o f  c o n t r a d i c t o r i e s  
p o s s i b l e .  In d eed , th e  c r e a t i o n  o f  ambiguous works i s  
one of a r t ' s  ways of s o lv in g  th e  problem o f  c o n t r a ­
d i c t o r i e s — s o lv in g  i t  n o t  by c h o ice  b u t  by an a r t i s t i c  
d ra m a t i z a t io n  o f t h e i r  c o e x i s t e n c e .34
We can say  t h a t  am b igu ity  d ra m a tiz e s  th e  on -go ing  u n c e r t a in t y  o f  our
own human l i f e . " ^
A m biguity , th e n ,  " i s  th e  r e s u l t  o f c o n f l i c t  in  c h o ic e s ,  th e
u n c e r t a i n t i e s  o f  th e  outcome of th e s e  c h o i c e s , and th e  l a c k  o f  a
g u a ra n te e  w hich a f f i r m s  t h e i r  v a l i d i t y  once and f o r  a l l . "  In
s p i t e  o f  th e  p o s s i b l e  f r u s t r a t i o n  am bigu ity  i n  l i t e r a t u r e  may a t
tim es p rovoke , i t  n e v e r th e l e s s  a c c u r a t e ly  r e f l e c t s  th e  human s i t u a t i o n
i t s e l f .
Ambiguity v e r s u s  T r a d i t i o n a l  L i t e r a r y  T h eo rie s  
Ambiguity i n  n a r r a t i v e  l i t e r a t u r e  i s  n o t  a new phenomenon. 
However, t h e o r i e s  abou t i t s  v a lu e  a r e  r e l a t i v e l y  new when c o n s id e re d  
a g a i n s t  th e  more ex p an s iv e  background o f t r a d i t i o n a l  t h e o r i e s  of 
l i t e r a t u r e .  For c e n t u r i e s  l i t e r a t u r e  was re g a rd ed  as p ro v id in g  
" s a t i s f y i n g  o rd e r  and c o h eren ce  i n  an o th e rw is e  d i s o r d e r l y ,
34Rimmon, p . 234. 
■^Rimmon, p .  227. 
■^Shouery, p .  5.
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37frag m en ted ,  and c o n fu s in g  u n i v e r s e . "  Most c r i t i c s  b e l i e v e d  i n  
t h e  A r i s t o t e l e a n  con cep t t h a t  l i t e r a t u r e ' s  f i n a l  e f f e c t  b r in g s  about
qo
r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  and e q u i l ib r iu m .  However, r e c e n t l y ,  more and
more a r t i s t s  and c r i t i c s  a r e  com m itting them selves  to  th e  view t h a t
39a r t  sh o u ld  be used  to  sh o ck , d i s r u p t ,  i r r i t a t e ,  and d i s c o m f i t . "
One ex tended  a t t a c k  on t h e  e q u a t io n  o f a r t  and o rd e r  b e lo n g s  to
Morse Peckham, a u th o r  o f  Man's Rage f o r  Chaos. In  t h i s  com pelling
t r e a t i s e ,  th e  a u th o r  a rg u es  t h a t  a r t  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  some k in d  of
s t y l i s t i c  d i s c o n t i n u i t y  o r  n o n - f u n c t io n a l  s t y l i s t i c  dynamism. He
s t a t e s  t h a t  th e  " d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  a t t r i b u t e  o f  th e  a r t i s t ' s  r o l e  i s
to  c r e a t e  o c c a s io n s  f o r  d i s o r i e n t a t i o n ,  and o f th e  p e r c e i v e r ' s  r o l e
40to  e x p e r ie n c e  i t . "  He f u r t h e r  says  t h a t  " th e  d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  mark 
o f th e  p e r c e i v e r ' s  t r a n s a c t i o n  w i th  th e  work o f  a r t  i s  d i s c o n t i n u i t y  
o f  e x p e r ie n c e ,  n o t  c o n t i n u i t y ;  d i s o r d e r ,  n o t  o rd e r ;  em o tio n a l  d i s ­
tu rb a n c e ,  n o t  em o tio n a l c a t h a r s i s "  (p . 314). He concludes  by 
a s s e r t i n g  t h a t  a r t  a l lo w s  us  to  cope w i th  d i s o r i e n t a t i o n  in  o th e r  «
a r e a s : "A rt i s  th e  ex p o su re  to  th e  t e n s io n s  and problems o f a
^ W a l t e r  j .  S l a t o f f ,  With R espect to  R eaders— Dimensions of 
L i t e r a r y  Response ( I t h a c a :  C o rn e l l  U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1970),
p . 137.
38S l a t o f f , p .  138.
3^ S l a t o f f ,  p .  139, f o o tn o t e .
^ M o rs e  Peckham, M an's Rage f o r  Chaos ( P h i l a d e lp h i a :  C h i l to n
Books, 1965), p . 314.
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f a l s e  w orld  so  t h a t  man may endure  exposing  h im s e l f  to  th e  t e n s io n s  
and problem s o f  th e  r e a l  w orld"  (p . 314).
A c a r e f u l  e x am in a tio n  o f  c u r r e n t  n a r r a t i v e  l i t e r a t u r e  r e v e a l s  
much l e s s  o rd e r  and s t r i v i n g  f o r  c a t h a r s i s  th an  we have t r a d i t i o n ­
a l l y  e x p e c te d .  R obert M. Adams has  r e v e a le d  ways i n  which and 
re a so n s  why w r i t e r s  d e l i b e r a t e l y  avo id  fo rm al r e s o l u t i o n s  i n  t h e i r  
w orks. He a s s e r t s  t h a t  some a u th o rs  d e l i b e r a t e l y  in c lu d e  d i s h a r ­
monies o r  im p asse s .  This  d e m o n s tra te s  t h a t  a  l a r g e  body o f l i t e r a t u r e  
e x h i b i t s  some v a r i e t y  o f  what he c a l l s  th e  "open form" o r  t h a t  
l i t e r a r y  s t r u c t u r e  which e x h i b i t s  m eanings, i n t e n t i o n s ,  and emphases
which in c lu d e s  a m ajor u n re s o lv e d  c o n f l i c t  i n  o rd e r  to  d i s p la y  i t s
41v e ry  u n re s o lv e d n e s s .  He p o in t s  to  such  w e l l  known w r i t e r s  as 
S h ak esp ea re ,  P i r a n d e l l o ,  B re c h t ,  W il l ia m s , F l a u b e r t , W oolf, D. H. 
Lawrence, and G e rtru d e  S t e i n ,  as e x h i b i t i n g  open e lem en ts .  F u r th e r ­
m ore, though many works a r e  more o r  l e s s  c lo se d  i n  some r e s p e c t s ,  
they  encompass many to n a l  a m b ig u i t ie s  o r  e q u iv o c a t io n s .  Hawthorne, 
f o r  exam ple, e x h i b i t s  t h i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  i n  choosing  words such  
as  "maybe," " p e r h a p s ,"  and "m igh t," w hich ta k e  on "an a lm ost t a l i s -
/ o
manic q u a l i t y . "  M e l v i l l e ,  Conrad, and F a u lk n e r ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  
t h e i r  n a r r a t o r s ,  o f f e r  a l t e r n a t i v e  h y p o th ese s  and p a ra d o x es .  
F r e q u e n t ly ,  th e  n a r r a t o r  d o u b ts  h i s  own o b s e r v a t io n s ,  making th e
^ R o b e r t  M. Adams, S ta in s  o f  D iscord  ( I t h a c a :  C o rn e l l  Uni­
v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1958), p .  13.
^Slatoff, p. 154.
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r e a d e r  even more d o u b t f u l .  O ther w r i t e r s  S l a t o f f  p o in t s  ou t as 
w r i t i n g  i n  ambiguous to n e s  a r e  S w if t ,  Chekhov, F o r s t e r ,  Jo y ce ,
/ *3
Nabokov, G enet, and B e c k e t t .
We can s e e ,  th e n ,  t h a t  communication i n  l i t e r a t u r e  between 
th e  r e a d e r  and th e  a u th o r  d i f f e r s  r a d i c a l l y  from th e  t r a n s m is s io n  
o f  in fo r m a t io n  i n  many o th e r  f i e l d s  o f  human a c t i v i t y .  Because 
a m b ig u i t ie s  may d e c re a s e  in fo r m a t io n  w h i le  i n c r e a s in g  th e  number o f  
p o s s i b l e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s , t h e i r  in f o r m a t io n a l  c o n te n t  i s  l e s s  b u t  
conveys a w id e r  ran g e  o f  sem a n tic  s u r f a c e  m eaning. Thus t h i s  weak­
n e ss  i n  language  o f t e n  becomes a s t r e n g t h  i n  n a r r a t i v e  l i t e r a t u r e . ^
Summary
Ambiguity when used  as an a r t i s t i c  d e v ic e  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  
u n d e n iab ly  enhances th e  e f f e c t s  o f  t h a t  l i t e r a t u r e .  W hether i t  
a c t s  as a r e f l e c t i o n  o f  l i f e  i t s e l f ,  o r  m ere ly  f u n c t io n s  to  draw 
a t t e n t i o n  to  th e  re a d in g  p ro c e s s  th u s  en g en d e r in g  th e  " a c t i v e "  
r a t h e r  th a n  p a s s iv e  r e c e i v e r ,  am b igu ity  i s  v a lu a b l e .  S in ce  am bigu ity  
( r e s o lv e d  o r  u n re s o lv e d ,  c o n ju n c t iv e  o r  d i s j u n c t i v e )  f u n c t io n s  i n  
much o f  t o d a y 's  l i t e r a t u r e ,  we as p e r fo rm ers  need to  r e c o g n iz e  i t s  
s o u rc e  and v a lu e  so  t h a t  we can b e t t e r  t r a n s m i t  i t  t o  ou r a u d ie n c e s .  
One f r e q u e n t l y  perform ed  g en re  w hich c o n ta in s  am bigu ity  i s  th e
^ S l a t o f f ,  pp . 154-55.
44Norrman, p .  7.
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modern n a r r a t i v e .  In  o r d e r  to  p r e s e r v e  th e  am bigu ity  i n  p e r f o r ­
mances o f  n a r r a t i v e  l i t e r a t u r e ,  we must f i r s t  u n d e rs ta n d  s p e c i f i c  
ways i n  w hich th e  a u th o r  can  c r e a t e  am b ig u ity .  The n e x t  c h a p te r  
w i l l  examine th e  concep t o f  am bigu ity  and perfo rm ance  as  viewed 
by s c h o la r s  i n  th e  f i e l d  o f  o r a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  C hap ter  IV w i l l  
th e n  examine s p e c i f i c  d e v ic e s  a v a i l a b l e  to  a l l  a u th o r s  w hich c r e a t e  
and s u s t a i n  am b ig u ity  i n  n a r r a t i v e  l i t e r a t u r e .
CHAPTER III
AMBIGUITY AND ORAL INTERPRETATION
L i t e r a t u r e  i n  th e  f i e l d  o f  o r a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  g e n e r a l ly  i g ­
n o re s  n a r r a t i v e  a m b ig u i ty .  And even though th e  te rm  "am b ig u ity "  as 
an a s p e c t  o f  th e  p o e t i c  r e a d in g  p ro c e s s  sometimes ap p ea rs  i n  t h i s  
l i t e r a t u r e ,  i t  g e n e r a l ly  h a s  m e r i te d  l i t t l e  a t t e n t i o n ,  In rev iew in g  
the  major te x tb o o k s ,  a r t i c l e s ,  and u n p u b lish ed  m a t e r i a l s  in  t h e  f i e l d  
o f  o r a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  we im m edia te ly  n o t i c e  t h a t  most tex tb o o k s  i g ­
nore  th e  concep t a l t o g e t h e r ;  th e  few rem a in in g  which do d i s c u s s  
am bigu ity  focus  on th e  v e r b a l  o r  l i n g u i s t i c  ty p e ,  e s p e c i a l l y  a s  i t  
f u n c t io n s  in  p o e t r y .  F u r th e rm o re ,  on ly  a s l i g h t  m in o r i ty  even
a l l u d e  to  th e  concep t o f  n a r r a t i v e  a m b ig u ity .
The purpose  o f  t h i s  c h a p te r  i s  to  examine t r e a tm e n ts  o f  ambi­
g u i ty  in  te x tb o o k s ,  a r t i c l e s ,  and u n p u b lish ed  d i s s e r t a t i o n s  and t h e s e s .  
Some p o t e n t i a l l y  r e l e v a n t  a r t i c l e s  r e v e a l  c o n te n t  d i s a p p o i n t in g  
i n  term s o f  a p p l i c a b i l i t y  to  th e  perfo rm ance  o f l i t e r a t u r e . 1 For
exam ple , i n  an a r t i c l e  c a l l e d  "Image and Ambiguity" M ar tin  J .
2
M edhurst fo c u se s  on th e  f i l m  image in  The E x o r c i s t . Though he
■^See, f o r  exam ple, R obert  N orton , " M a n i f e s ta t io n s  o f  Ambiguity 
T o le ra n c e  Through V erb a l  B ehav io r i n  Small G roups ,"  Communication 
Monographs 43 (March 1976): 35-43 .
M ar tin  J .  M edhurst, "Image and A m biguity; A R h e t o r i c a l  Approach 





d is c u s s e s  "am b ig u ity  as s t r a t e g y "  in  th e  f i l m ,  he does n o t  examine
i n  d ep th  s p e c i f i c  d e v ic e s  o f  am b igu ity  which might p a r a l l e l  d ev ice s
4
used in  l i t e r a t u r e .  Of n e c e s s i t y  we w i l l  d i s c u s s  bo th  th e  v e rb a l  
and n a r r a t i v e  ty p es  o f  a m b ig u i ty ,  s in c e  th e  two o v e r la p .  We w i l l  
f i r s t  c o n s id e r  th e  c o n cep t  o f  am b ig u ity ;  th e n  we w i l l  d i s c u s s  the  
perform ance o f am b ig u i ty ,  as  i t  ap p ea rs  i n  a r t i c l e s  and te x tb o o k s .  
F i n a l l y ,  we w i l l  examine u n p u b lish ed  m a t e r i a l s  f o r  th e  same.
The Concept o f  Ambiguity 
By and l a r g e ,  th e  m a jo r i t y  o f  te x tb o o k s  in  th e  f i e l d  ig n o re  
th e  co n cep t  o f  am b ig u ity .  Of th e  f o r t y - f o u r  m ajor te x tb o o k s  r e a d i l y  
a v a i l a b l e ,  tw e n ty - e ig h t  f a i l e d  t o  use  th e  te rm  "am b ig u ity "  anywhere 
i n  t h e i r  in d i c e s  and su b seq u en t p e r u s a l  o f  each  t e x t  confirm ed  t h i s  
a b se n c e .^  Don G e ig e r ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  does n o t  m ention am bigu ity  in
■^Medhurst, p . 87.
^Of c o u rs e ,  th e  s u b t i t l e  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  t h a t  was n o t  h i s  p rim ary  
p u rp o se ,  s in c e  he i s  in  a d i f f e r e n t  f i e l d .
-*See th o se  te x tb o o k s  l i s t e d  i n  f u l l  b i b l i o g r a p h i c  form in  th e  
f i n a l  b ib l io g r a p h y  by J ea n  DeSales B ertram ; K e i th  Brooks; S.H. C la rk ,  
r e v i s e d  by Maud May Babcock; L e s l i e  I r e n e  Coger and M elvin R. W hite; 
Edwin Cohen; S .S . Curry; B a x te r  M. G ee tin g ;  Carolyn A. G i l b e r t ;  
C h a r lo t t e  I .  Lee (O ra l Reading o f  th e  S c r i p t u r e s ) ; Joanna Hawkins 
Maclay; M argare t P re n d e rg a s t  McLean; J e r r y  V, P ic k e r in g ;  Louise  M, 
S c r iv n e r ;  David W. Thompson and V i r g in i a  F r e d r i c k s ;  Argus T r e s id d e r ;  
Donald N. W a l te rs ;  P au l  Campbell (The Speaking and th e  Speakers  of 
L i t e r a t u r e ) ; L io n e l  C rocker and Louis M. E ich ;  Sara  Lowrey and 
G e rtru d e  E. Johnson; C h e s te r  C lay ton  Long; K e i th  Brooks, Eugene 
Bahn and L. LaMont Okey; V i r g i l  D. S e s s io n s  and Jack  B. H o lland ;
C h a r le s  Henry W oolbert and S e v e r in a  A. N elson; J e r e  V e i l le u x ;
Joanna  H. Maclay and Thomas 0. S loan .
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h i s  two i n f l u e n t i a l  b o oks , n o r  do some o f  th e  w id e ly  used  b a s ic  
te x tb o o k s :  C am p b e ll 's  The Speaking and th e  Speakers  o f  L i t e r a t u r e ,
1966; C rocker and E i c h 's  O ra l Reading: D iscu ss io n  and P r i n c i p l e s
and an Anthology o f  P r a c t i c e  M a te r i a l s  from L i t e r a t u r e  C la s s i c a l  and 
Modern, 1955; Lowery and J o h n so n 's  I n t e r p r e t a t i v e  R ea d in g : Techniques
and S e l e c t i o n s , 1942; C h es te r  C lay to n  L ong 's  The L i b e r a l  A rt  of In ­
t e r p r e t a t i o n , 1974; B rooks, Bahn, and O key's  The Communicative Act 
o f  O ral I n t e r p r e t a t i o n , 1967; S e s s io n s  and H o l la n d 's  Your Role in  
O ra l I n t e r p r e t a t i o n , 1968; W oolbert and N e lso n 's  The A rt o f  I n t e r p r e ­
t a t i v e  S peech : P r i n c i p l e s  & P r a c t i c e s , 1968; V e i l l e u x 's  O ral 
I n t e r p r e t a t i o n : The R e - c r e a t io n  o f  L i t e r a t u r e ; A Text-A ntho logy
f o r  O ral I n t e r p r e t a t i o n , 1967; and Maclay and S lo a n 's  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n r  
An Approach to  th e  Study o f  L i t e r a t u r e , 1972, F u r th e r ,  Armstrong and 
B ran d es '  The O ra l I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  L i t e r a t u r e  does in c lu d e  a b r i e f
7
d i s c u s s io n  o f  some cog n a te  phenomena o f  am b ig u i ty ,  bu t does no t 
d i s c u s s  am bigu ity  p e r  s e .
Ambiguity a s  M u lt ip le  Meaning 
Of th e  rem a in in g  t e x t s  which examine a m b ig u i ty ,  most d is c u s s  
i t  on ly  b r i e f l y  and employ th e  te rm  in  i t s  l i n g u i s t i c  c a p a c i ty  as 
Empson does . In  o th e r  words am bigu ity  a p p e a rs  as an e q u iv a l e n t  o f
Don G e ig er ,  The Sound, S en se , and Perform ance o f  L i t e r a t u r e  
(C hicago: S c o t t ,  Foresman and Company, 1963). See a l s o  The Dramatic 
Impulse in  Modern P o e t i c s  (Baton Rouge: L o u is ia n a  S t a t e  U n iv e r s i ty
P r e s s ,  1967).
^Chloe Armstrong and P au l D. B randes , The O ral I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  
o f  L i t e r a t u r e  (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1963) , pp. 259-62,
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o r  r e l a t e d  to  m u l t ip l e  m eaning, e s p e c i a l l y  i n  p o e t r y ,  P a u l  H u n s in g e r 's  
t e x t  i s  ty p i c a l ,®  In  one p a ra g rap h  in  th e  s e c t i o n  d e a l in g  w ith  
t e c h n i c a l  communicative a s p e c t s  o f  p o e t r y ,  he  u ses  th e  te rm  ambi­
g u i ty  and d is c u s s e s  s u g g e s t io n , i m p l i c a t i o n , and l e v e l s  o f  m eaning , 
y e t  n e v e r  r e a l l y  c l a r i f i e s  th e se  te rm s:
Rooted in  th e  n a tu r e  o f  p o e t ry  i t s e l f  a re  s p e c i a l  
problem s f o r  th e  communicative i n t e r p r e t e r .  One o f  th e  
most d i f f i c u l t  i s  g e t t i n g  th e  d e p th ,  i n t e n s i t y  and t o ­
t a l i t y  o f  th e  p o e t i c  meaning o r  c o n ce p t .  The p o e t  o f te n  
e p i to m iz e s  in  j u s t  a few words what m ight t a k e  s e v e r a l  
p a ra g rap h s  o r  pages in  p r o s e .  He a c h ie v e s  h i s  e f f e c t  by 
s u g g e s t io n  o r  i m p l i c a t i o n .  There i s  t h e  problem  o f  am­
b ig u i t y  i n  p o e t ry  because  o f th e  v a r io u s  l e v e l s  o f  meaning 
o r  th e  d e l i b e r a t e  use  o f  words which have s e v e r a l  meanings 
(p . 8 5 ) .
M oreover, H unsinger r e f l e c t s  the  c u r r e n t  t r e n d  in  te x tb o o k s  of 
a l l u d i n g  to  th e  p o s i t i v e  n a tu r e  o f  am b ig u ity  a s  i t  f u n c t io n s  in  
p o e t r y .  Like many s c h o la r s  in  th e  f i e l d  he m entions  bo th  i n t e n ­
t i o n a l  and u n i n t e n t i o n a l  a m b ig u ity  and th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e  form er i s  a 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  good p o e t r y  w h i le  th e  l a t t e r  s e r v e s  only  to  confuse  
th e  r e a d e r  and i s  th u s  a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  i n f e r i o r  p o e t ry ;
Good p o e t ry  i s  o f t e n  d e l i b e r a t e l y  ambiguous, w h ile  
poo r p o e try  i s  o f t e n  a c c i d e n t a l l y  ambiguous. The s k i l l e d  
a r t i s t  w i l l  use l i f e l i k e  te rm s to  e x p re s s  h i s  th o u g h ts  
and f e e l i n g s .  The communicative i n t e r p r e t e r  must be 
aware o f  th e  d i f f e r e n c e  between i n t e n t i o n a l  and u n in te n ­
t i o n a l  am bigu ity  (p . 8 6 ) .
He u rg es  th e  r e a d e r  to  a c q u a in t  h im s e l f  w ith  th e  d i f f e r e n c e s  between
i n t e n t i o n a l  and u n i n t e n t i o n a l  am bigu ity  so he can " f in d  a m eaningfu l
®Paul H unsinger ,  Communicative I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  (Dubuque; 
Wm. C. Brown Company, 1967), pp, 85-86 ,
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whole and . . . i n t e r p r e t  th e  meanings he h a s  d is c o v e re d "  (p . 8 6 ) .  
U n fo r tu n a te ly ,  H unsinger  d e c l i n e s  t o  s u g g e s t  s p e c i f i c  ways to  i n t e r ­
p r e t  and p e rfo rm  th e s e  m eanings. H unsinger  th u s  r e p r e s e n t s  th e  
m ainstream  of te x tb o o k s  which r e f e r  on ly  to  v e r b a l  am b igu ity  as  i t  
f u n c t io n s  as an i n t e g r a l  p a r t  o f  p o e t r y .  F u r th e r ,  he e q u a te s  the  
te rm  "am b ig u ity "  w i th  th e  more g e n e r a l i z e d  co n cep t  o f  m u l t ip l e  mean­
in g s  and l e v e l s  o f  meanings i n  w ords. And as we w i l l  n o te  th ro u g h o u t 
our d i s c u s s io n  o f  th e s e  t e x tb o o k s ,  s c h o l a r s  i n  th e  f i e l d  o f  o r a l  i n ­
t e r p r e t a t i o n  p r im a r i l y  c o n s id e r  l e v e l s  o f  meaning r e l a t e d  to  th e  
concep t of am b ig u ity .
9
Smith and Linn fo l lo w  s u i t  in  d i s c u s s in g  th e  e q u iv o c a l  n a tu re  
o f  words (p. 3 2 ) .  By p l a c i n g  t h e i r  d i s c u s s io n  o f  am bigu ity  in  the  
s e c t i o n  t i t l e d  "The word i s  sometimes e q u iv o c a l"  (p. 3 2 ) ,  th e se  
a u th o r s  d i f f e r e n t i a t e  am b ig u ity  from im p lie d  meaning (pp. 34-38) and 
f i g u r a t i v e  meaning (pp. 38-46) which th e y  d i s c u s s  under s e p a r a te  
h e a d in g s .  They f u r t h e r  d i s t i n g u i s h  am bigu ity  from th e  pun and 
i ro n y  (pp. 3 2 -3 3 ) .  As an i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  th e y  r e f e r  to  th e  s im ple  pun, 
which a l th o u g h  u n d en iab ly  " th e  lo w est  form o f  hum or,"  (p . 32) i s  
n e v e r t h e l e s s  a good means t o  " s a y in g  two th in g s  a t  once" (p. 32),
The c o n s id e r  am bigu ity  a " r e l a t e d  b u t  s u b t l e r  d e v ic e "  (p . 33 ) .
I r o n y ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  i s  n o t  am b igu ity  a c c o rd in g  to  Smith and L inn , 
b u t  a d ev ice  t h a t  o c cu rs  i n  l i t e r a t u r e  when a c o n te x t  i s  m an ip u la ted
q
Joseph  F, Smith and James R, L in n , S k i l l  i n  Reading Aloud 
(New York: H arper  & Row, 1 9 6 0 ) ,  pp . 32 -33 , 39, 56 -58 ,
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so  t h a t  " a  u n i t  means th e  c o n t r a r y  o f  what i t  o s t e n s i b l y  means"
(p . 33, f o o t n o t e ) .  A m biguity , on th e  o th e r  hand, " r e s u l t s  when a
c o n te x t  in c lu d e s  a u n i t  w i th  more th an  one meaning t h a t  f i t s  th e
c o n te x t .  By c a p i t a l i z i n g  upon th e  f a c t  t h a t  a word may be e q u iv o ca l  
— o r  b e t t e r ,  m u l t iv o c a l— a w r i t e r  can g r e a t l y  e n r ic h  a passage  . . .
(p . 3 3 ) .  Thus th e y  l i m i t  th e  te rm  "am b ig u ity "  to  the  sen se  o f  two 
or more s im u lta n eo u s  meanings o p e r a t in g  in  a s i n g le  word o r  c o n te x t .
They a l s o  g e n e r a l ly  d i s c u s s  and d i s t i n g u i s h  between a r t i s t i c  
and i n a r t i s t i c  a m b ig u i ty ,  (p. 33) te rm s which seem to  p a r a l l e l  
H u n s in g e r 's  i n t e n t i o n a l  and u n i n t e n t i o n a l  am b ig u ity :
I f  i t  seems s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  you were p e n a l i z e d  f o r
am bigu ity  in  your freshman c o m p o s i t io n s  and a re  now urged
to  admire i t  i n  l i t e r a t u r e ,  p e rh ap s  we shou ld  t r y  to  d i s ­
t i n g u i s h  between a r t i s t i c  and i n a r t i s t i c  am b ig u ity .  What 
you were a l l e g e d  t o  have done was to  i n s e r t  i n t o  your com­
p o s i t i o n  a  te rm  one o f  whose s e n s e s  d i s r u p te d  th e  c o n te x t .
When read  one way, your te rm  made th e  wrong k ind  o f s e n se ;  
a t  t h e  v e ry  l e a s t  i t  b l u r r e d  th e  meaning o f  th e  p a ssag e  
in s t e a d  o f making i t  s h a r p e r .  S in ce  e x p o s i to ry  p ro se  
aims n o t  on ly  t o  be  e a s i l y  u n d e rs to o d  b u t  a l s o  to  e l i m i ­
n a te  any p o s s ib l e  m is u n d e rs ta n d in g ,  you r am b ig u ity  need 
n o t  have been  v e ry  s e r io u s  i n  o r d e r  t o  b l u r  th e  meaning.
Most l i t e r a t u r e ,  however, i s  concerned  l e s s  w ith  th e  
avo idance  o f  m isu n d e rs ta n d in g  th a n  w ith  th e  u n i f i c a t i o n  
o f  w id e ly  d i s p a r a t e  e le m e n ts .  O r d in a r i ly  i t  t r i e s  to  
compress a w ea lth  o f  id e a s  i n t o  th e  s h o r t e s t  p o s s ib l e  tim e; 
hence i t  o f t e n  " s a y s  two th in g s  a t  o n c e ,"  u s in g  ambiguous 
term s whose m u l t ip l e  meanings c o n t r i b u t e  t o  th e  c o n te x t  
(p. 3 3 ) .
A r t i s t i c  a m b ig u i ty ,  th e n ,  th ey  laud  as  a good q u a l i t y  o f  l i t e r a t u r e .
As an example o f  th e  v a lu e  o f  a m b ig u ity  in  l i t e r a t u r e  they  c i t e  th e  
l i n e s  " . . .  a l l  a t  once , I  saw a crowd, /  A h o s t ,  o f  golden  d a f f o d i l s . "  
in  which th e  word " h o s t"  g iv e s  d ep th  t o  an o th e rw ise  s t r a ig h t f o r w a r d
s ta te m e n t :
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I n s o f a r  as  i t  means "a l a r g e  number" i t  m erely  r e s t a t e s  
t h e  id e a  o f  "crow d"; b u t  l e t  us d i s c u s s  . . . a d d i t i o n a l  
meanings . . . which a l lo w  th e  word to  be used i n  th e  
c o n te x t s  "an  armed h o s t "  . . , . Inasmuch as  an armed 
h o s t  may be d an g e ro u s ,  th e  poem has  in t r o d u c e d  a  m is le ad ­
in g  a m b ig u ity ;  b u t  inasmuch as  an armed h o s t  i s  a f i n e  
s p e c t a c l e ,  a  p a ra d e ,  th e  meaning may r e i n f o r c e  t h a t  of 
" g o ld e n ,"  and th e  am bigu ity  i s  v a lu a b le  (pp , 3 3 -3 4 ) .
A m biguity , th e n ,  a c c o rd in g  to  Smith and L inn , i s  p o s i t i v e  when used
in  l i t e r a t u r e  b u t  i s  n e g a t iv e  i n  e x p o s i to r y  p ro se  because  i t  can
cause c o n fu s io n .
10  11  1 9In  l i k e  manner, P a r r i s h ,  Lee, and Cobin x d i s c u s s  ambi­
g u i ty  in  term s o f  v e r b a l  symbols and images o f  p o e t r y .  In  th e  s t r i c t  
Empsonian t r a d i t i o n ,  P a r r i s h  s t a t e s  th a t" (A m b ig u i ty  h e re  means n o t
t h a t  th e  meaning i s  d o u b t f u l  o r  u n c e r t a i n ,  b u t  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  more
13th an  one l e g i t i m a t e  m ean in g ) ."  Lee d i s c u s s e s  am bigu ity  in  a n a ly z ­
in g  th e  Emily D ick inson  poem " I  F e l t  a F u n e ra l"  where she s u g g e s ts  
s e v e r a l  p o s s ib l e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  f o r  t h a t  poem:
We a re  g iv en  tim e to  develop  th e  com plex ity  su g g es ted  
h e r e ,  ou r  focus sh arp en ed  by th e  m ourners going  to  and f ro  
and by th e  sound th e y  make " t r e a d i n g - t r e a d i n g . " We are  
th en  r e tu r n e d  t o  s e n s a t i o n  i n  th e  l a s t  l i n e  o f  th e  f i r s t  
s t a n z a .  Two su g g es te d  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  t h i s  l i n e ,  r a t h e r  
th a n  b e in g  c o n t r a d i c t o r y ,  p ro v id e  a t h i n  th r e a d  o f  s u s ­
p e n se ,  s t r e n g th e n e d  by " t i l l  i t  seem ed." On one l e v e l
^•^Wayland M axfie ld  P a r r i s h ,  Reading A loud , 3d e d .  (New York; 
The Ronald P re s s  Company, 1953), pp. 294, 251-53.
" ^ C h a r lo t te  I .  Lee, O ra l I n t e r p r e t a t i o n , 4 th  ed .  (B oston : 
Houghton M if f l i n  Company, 1 9 7 1 ) ,  pp. 13-14.
12M artin  Cobin, Theory and Technique o f  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  (E ngle­
wood C l i f f s :  P r e n t i c e - H a l l ,  1 9 5 9 ) ,  pp. 115, 139-40.
•^Parrish, p. 294.
84
"Sense"  may be ta k e n  to  mean th e  mind bending  under th e  
s t r a i n  o f  th e  " t r e a d i n g . "  This i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  s t r o n g ly  
su g g es te d  by "B ra in "  i n  th e  open ing  l i n e .  But Miss D ick in ­
son  may a l s o  mean t h a t  aw areness  — "Sense" —̂  had become 
so  a c u te  t h a t  th e  s e n s a t io n  was u n b e a ra b le .  These two 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  a r e  n o t  m u tu a l ly  e x c lu s iv e ,  and b o th  can 
w e l l  o p e r a te  h e re  in  a  d e l i b e r a t e  and d i s t u r b i n g  am bigu ity  
(p . 1 3 ) .
We m ight c o n s id e r  th e  l a s t  s e n te n c e  o f  Miss L e e 's  o b s e r v a t io n  as an 
example o f  c o n ju n c t iv e  a m b ig u ity  a l th o u g h  she does n o t  use  t h a t  te rm .
In  a n a ly z in g  th e  f i n a l  l i n e  o f  th e  poem, Lee d i s c u s s e s  how 
l e v e l s  o f  meaning, which she  seems to  e q u a te  w i th  m u l t ip l e  m eanings, 
can c r e a t e  am b ig u ity :
The l a s t  l i n e ,  l i k e  s e v e r a l  o f  th e  o t h e r s ,  c a r r i e s
d e l i b e r a t e  am bigu ity  and moves on more th a n  one l e v e l .
"Got th rough"  may mean f i n i s h e d  knowing i n  th e  human 
manner, as  w e l l  as b roke  th ro u g h  i n t o  a superhuman o r 
m y s t ic a l  knowledge p o s s i b l e  on ly  a f t e r  d ea th  o r a  g r e a t  
s p i r i t u a l  c r i s i s .  The "— th e n — " fu n c t io n s  on more th an  
one l e v e l  a l s o .  I t  com ple tes  th e  c h ro n o lo g ic a l  p ro g r e s s io n ;  
i t  t e r m in a te s  th e  im m ediate rec o rd ed  e x p e r ie n c e ;  i t  t e a s e s  
us w ith  a h i n t  t h a t  t h e r e  was more. A s k i l l e d  i n t e r p r e t e r  
can convey t h i s  m u l t i p l i c i t y  o f  meanings to  h i s  au d ien ce  
(p . 1 4 ) .
L ike o th e r s  we have no ted  and w i l l  n o t e ,  Lee con tends t h a t  th e  p e r ­
fo rm er can convey t h i s  m u l t i p l i c i t y  o f  meanings to  h i s  aud ience
though she o f f e r s  no g u id e l in e s  as to  how.
L ee ’s d i s c u s s io n  o f d e l i b e r a t e  am b ig u ity  r e l a t e s  to  H u n s in g e r 's  
d i s c u s s io n  o f  i n t e n t i o n a l  and u n i n t e n t i o n a l  am b igu ity  and Smith and 
L i n n 's  d i s c u s s io n  o f a r t i s t i c  and i n a r t i s t i c  am b ig u ity :
D uring  th e  d i s c u s s io n  o f  Miss D ic k in s o n 's  poem we 
m entioned th e  te rm  " d e l i b e r a t e  a m b ig u i ty ."  Ambiguity i s  
sometimes confused  w i th  l a c k  o f  c l a r i t y ,  b u t  th e  term  
as  i t  i s  used in  modern l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m  means "hav ing  
more than  one p o s s ib l e  m eaning, a l l  o f  which a re  r e l e v a n t  
and congruen t w i th in  th e  o rg a n ic  whole o f  th e  p ie c e
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o f  w r i t i n g . "  Ambiguity may r e s u l t  i n  some o b s c u r i t y ,  b u t 
i t  must n o t  de fy  c a r e f u l  s tu d y  o r  s p l i t  the  l i t e r a r y  
s e l e c t i o n  i n t o  in c o m p a t ib le  segm ents . The k in d  o f  ambi­
g u i ty  we have been d i s c u s s in g  i s  one o f  the  r i c h e s t  
s o u rc e s  o f  s u g g e s t io n  f o r  the  v e ry  rea so n  t h a t  i t  does 
n o t  n a rro w ly  c i r c u m s c r ib e  th e  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  th e  poem 
(p. 1 4 ) .
When Lee uses  th e  te rm  " s u g g e s t io n "  h e r e ,  she does n o t  mean " im p l ic a ­
t i o n "  b u t ,  r a t h e r ,  i s  r e f e r r i n g  to  one o f  h e r  th r e e  " to u c h s to n e s "
14f o r  ju d g in g  a l l  l i t e r a t u r e .  Again we see th e  t r e n d  co n tin u ed  
which s t a t e s  t h a t  am b igu ity  as  an a r t i s t i c  l i t e r a r y  d ev ice  engender­
in g  m u l t ip l e  meaning i s  good, w hereas t h a t  am bigu ity  which m erely  
cau ses  c o n fu s io n  i s  bad .
Cobin, to o ,  uses  th e  te rm  "am b ig u ity "  in  the  v e r b a l  sen se  o f  
th e  word i n  h i s  d i s c u s s io n  o f  p o e t r y .  Like th e  o t h e r s ,  h i s  d e f i n i ­
t i o n  d e s c r ib e s  am bigu ity  a s  m u l t ip l e  meanings in  w ords: " t h a t
q u a l i t y  of language  which makes i t  p o s s i b l e  to  convey more th an  one 
message a t  a t im e"  (p . 115) and where " th e  p o e t  has ex p re ssed  two 
con cep ts  w ith  one term" (p . 1 1 5 ) .  As an i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  he uses  the  
Dylan Thomas poem "A R e fu sa l  t o  Mourn th e  D eath , by F i r e ,  o f  a 
C h ild  i n  London":
Dylan Thomas sp eak s  o f  "a  grave t r u t h . "  The meaning o f 
grave i s  ambiguous. I t  can mean s e r io u s  o r  somber. At 
th e  same t im e ,  i t  can r e f e r  to  th e  a c t u a l  grave i n  which 
th e  body i s  b e in g  p la c e d .  This  am bigu ity  may le a d  one to  
cen su re  th e  language  as l a c k in g  in  p r e c i s i o n .  On th e  o th e r  
hand , th e  v e ry  l a c k  of p r e c i s i o n  i n  t h i s  i n s t a n c e  may be 
c o n s id e re d  an example o f  th e  r i c h n e s s  o f  p o e t i c  s t y l e .
There a re  two p o s s i b i l i t i e s  and b o th  o f  them a p p ly ,  There­
f o r e ,  th e  p o e t  has e x p re s s e d  two c o n ce p ts  w i th  one te rm ,
•^See Lee, pp. 8 -9 .
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which i s  b e in g  v e ry  e x p re s s iv e  in d e e d .  There i s  no need 
to  s e t t l e  f o r  a l l  t im e ,  i n  t h i s  d i s c u s s io n ,  th e  r o l e  or 
v a l i d i t y  o f  am b ig u i ty .  What i s  im p o r ta n t  i s  th e  r e a l i z a ­
t i o n  t h a t  th e  acc e p tan c e  o f  am b igu ity  in c r e a s e s  r a t h e r  
th a n  l e s s e n s  th e  i n t e r p r e t e r ' s  t a s k  o f  l i t e r a r y  a n a ly s i s  
(p . 115).
He warns us , however, t h a t  "Ambiguity i s  n o t  a j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  a 
vague u n d e rs ta n d in g .  To th e  c o n t r a r y , p ro p e r  a p p r e c i a t i o n  o f  ambi­
g u i ty  n e c e s s i t a t e s  a p r e c i s e  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  each  o f th e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s "  
(p . 115). And because  am b ig u ity  i n c r e a s e s  th e  i n t e r p r e t e r ' s  job  of
1 5a n a l y s i s ,  i t  poses  s p e c i a l  problem s in  te rm s o f  perform ance  i t s e l f .
1 f \  1 7Baconxo and A g g e r t t  and Bowen s i m i l a r l y  d i s c u s s  am bigu ity
i n  te rm s of m u l t ip l e  meanings i n  l i t e r a t u r e .  B aco n 's  d i s c u s s io n
a r i s e s  in  h i s  s e c t io n  d e a l i n g  w i th  d e v ice s  t o  c r e a t e  t e n s iv e n e s s  in
la n g u a g e :
L i t e r a t u r e  makes use  o f  language  t h a t  i s  o f t e n  a s t ro n g  
d e p a r tu re  from th e  language o f  everyday  l i f e .  I t  i s  o f t e n  
more f i g u r a t i v e ,  c o n n o ta t iv e ,  t i g h t ,  d e n se ,  s h a rp ly  p a t t e r n e d .
The lo c u s  i s  o f te n  s t a r t l i n g l y  s u b t l e  and complex. The 
language may range  from a v e ry  open, lo o se  t e x t u r e  to  a 
c lo s e ,  t i g h t  t e x t u r e .  A m b ig u it ie s  i n  language  a re  o f te n  
f u n c t i o n a l ,  and two meanings a r e  sometimes b e t t e r  th an  one.
(This i s  n o t  an argument f o r  s im ple  c o n fu s io n ;  am bigu ity  
may f u n c t io n  t o  i n c r e a s e  c l a r i t y  when a d e l i b e r a t e  ambiva­
le n ce  i s  r e q u i r e d  a s  th e  p e r s p e c t iv e  o f  th e  w ork .)  A 
l i t e r a r y  p ie c e  may g a in  in  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  by th e  d e l i b e r a t e  
employment o f  vag u e ly  d e f in e d  views and s e n s a t i o n s ,  p ro v id e d  
always t h a t  th e  p o in t  i s  i t s e l f  c l e a r  (p . 1 98 ) .
l^ C o b in ,  p .  139, This  t o p i c  w i l l  be d i s c u s s e d  below pp. 98-106.
W allace A. Bacon, The A rt o f  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n , 3d ed .  (New 
York: H o l t ,  R in e h a r t  and W inston , 1979), pp, 12, 115-16 , 198.
^ O t i s  J .  A g g e r t t  and E l b e r t  R. Bowen. Communicative R ead in g ,
3d ed.(New York: M acmillan Company, 197 2 ) ,  pp. 156-57, 402-03; 
see  a l s o  E l b e r t  R. Bowen, O t is  J .  A g g e r t t ,  and W illiam  E. R i c k e r t , 
Communicative R ead ing , 4 th  ed . (New York: M acmillan P u b l i s h in g  Co., 
1978), pp. 148-55, 365-68.
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He does n o t  c l a r i f y  w h e th e r  he c o n s id e r s  vagueness  and am bivalence  
as k in d s  o f  am b ig u ity  o r  w h e th er  he views v a g u en ess ,  am bivalence 
and am b ig u ity  a s  d e v ic e s  to  c r e a t e  t e n s iv e n e s s  in  lan g u ag e .
A g g e r t t  and Bowen, l i k e  so  many o t h e r s ,  d i s c u s s  am bigu ity  in  
t h e i r  c h a p te r  devo ted  t o  p o e t r y ;  t h e i r  main d i s c u s s io n  a r i s e s  in  
te rm s o f  v e r b a l  and n o t  n a r r a t i v e  am b ig u ity .  For them, complex p o e try  
f r e q u e n t ly  c o n ta in s  meanings which may be ambiguous and o b s c u r e :
We have more th a n  once su g g es te d  t h a t  p o e t r y  te n d s  
t o  be complex. At i t s  b e s t  i t  i s  sy m b o lic ,  c o n ta in in g  
more meanings th a n  meet th e  c a s u a l  ey e .  These meanings 
may be ambiguous and obscure  . . . .  We l i v e  i n  such a 
u t i l i t a r i a n  w orld  t h a t  when a  w r i t e r  s k i l l f u l l y  o b scu res  
and mixes h i s  m eanings, we tend  t o  f in d  him d i s t u r b i n g l y  
uncommunicative . . . .
Why i s  p o e t ry  ambiguous and obscu re?  . . .  we con tend  
t h a t  ev e ry  good t h i n g  in  l i f e  has  to  be worked a t  o r  
worked f o r  to  be a p p r e c ia t e d  . . . .  The b e s t  o f  l i t e r a ­
tu r e  may a t  t im es  be f r u s t r a t i n g l y  d i f f i c u l t  t o  fathom  b u t  
a l s o  c o r re sp o n d in g ly  rew ard in g  to  one who makes th e  e f f o r t .
T h is  i s  n o t  to  s u g g es t  t h a t  s im p le  poems may n o t  be 
good poems o r  t h a t  o b s c u r i ty  i s  in  i t s e l f  a v i r t u e ;  r a t h e r ,  
i t  i s  to  say t h a t  complex human e x p e r ie n c e s  canno t be 
f u l l y  e x p re s se d  i n  s im ple  lan g u ag e . For exam ple, th e  
e x p e r ie n c e  o f  th e  young man caugh t in  th e  fo l lo w in g  
i n c id e n t  cou ld  n o t  p o s s ib ly  be e x p re sse d  s im p ly .  A young 
c o l le g e  coup le  a re  w a lk ing  on a s p r in g  even ing  i n  good 
s p i r i t s ,  j o k in g  abou t n o th in g  in  p a r t i c u l a r .  Suddenly , 
f o r  no a p p a re n t  r e a so n ,  he sp o u ts  a l i n e  o f  p o e t r y ,  "For 
each  man k i l l s  th e  t h i n g  he lo v e s  . . . "  and th e  young 
lad y  f o r  no a p p a re n t  re a so n  im m edia te ly  becomes h y s t e r i c a l  
w i th  u n c o n t r o l l a b l e  v i o l e n t  so b b in g . He h e lp s  h e r  home.
S t i l l  so b b in g ,  she le a v e s  him a t  th e  d o o r ,  making no 
e x p la n a t io n .  How would you v e n tu re  to  communicate s im ply  
h i s  em o tio n a l  s t a t e  and m en ta l  c o n fu s io n  abou t h e r  m y s te r i ­
ous b e h a v io r?  From t h i s ,  we can p e rh ap s  see  t h a t  r e a so n a b le  
am bigu ity  and o b s c u r i t y  a r e  t o  be a p p r e c ia t e d  f o r  t h e i r  
c o n t r i b u t i o n  to  f o r c e f u l  communication o f  s i g n i f i c a n t  
e x p e r ie n c e  to  p e r c e p t iv e  r e a d e r s  and l i s t e n e r s .  L ike r e a l  
l i f e ,  r e a l  l i t e r a t u r e  i s  seldom s im p le .
The v a l i d  q u e s t io n  does a r i s e ,  how ever, abou t th e  
f e a s i b i l i t y  o f  com m unicating ambiguous o r  obscu re  meanings 
t o  a u d ien c e s  (pp. 4 0 2 -0 3 ) .
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Note how f r e q u e n t ly  they  p a i r  t h e  te rm s ambiguous and o b scu re  though 
th e y  n e v e r  c l a r i f y  w h e th er  th e  am bigu ity  r e f e r s  to  m u l t ip l e  meanings 
o r  o b s c u r i t y  (p. 4 0 2 ) ,  w h e th e r  th e  am bigu ity  cau ses  th e  o b s c u r i t y ,  
o r  even i f  t h e  two a re  s e p a r a b l e .  The su b seq u en t  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  
am bigu ity  ag a in  p o in t s  to  the  a p p a re n t  bond between i t  and m u l t ip l e  
meaning i n  which they  d e f in e  am bigu ity  as "— th e  d e v ice  o f  s a y in g  
more th a n  one t h in g  a t  once w i th  one s e t  o f  words— " (p. 4 03 ) ,
F u r th e r ,  A g g e r t t  and Bowen c o n t in u e  th e  t r e n d  we have observed  
i n  H u n s in g e r ,  Smith and L in n , and Lee in  r e f e r r i n g  to  i n t e n t i o n a l  
v e rs u s  u n i n t e n t i o n a l  a m b ig u ity  where th e  i n t e n t i o n a l  am bigu ity  a c t s  
as a p o s i t i v e  a r t i s t i c  d e v ic e  o f  th e  l i t e r a t u r e  and where u n in te n ­
t i o n a l  am b igu ity  r e f e r s  t o  an i n a r t i s t i c  la c k  o f  c l a r i t y :
I f  meaning i s  "am biguous" in  th e  w ors t  s e n s e ,  i t  must be 
c l e a r e d  up f o r  th e  l i s t e n e r .  But am bigu ity  in  th e  b e s t  
s e n s e — th e  d ev ice  o f  s a y in g  more than  one th in g  a t  once 
w ith  one s e t  o f  words— i s  to  be found in  abundance in  
g r e a t  p o e t ry  (p . 4 03 ) .
S i m i l a r l y ,  in  t h e i r  d i s c u s s io n  o f  J .  P. D on leav y 's  s h o r t  s to r y  "One
fo r  Yes" th e y ,  u n l ik e  th e  o th e r  s c h o la r s  o f  o r a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,
m ention  t h a t  i n  a n a r r a t i v e :  " (T he a u th o r  may have i n t e n t i o n a l l y
been ambiguous— a d e s i r a b l e  q u a l i t y ,  n o t  a f a u l t ,  in  good
l i t e r a t u r e . ) " ( p .  156).
I  Q
Bacon and Breen d i s c u s s  am bigu ity  in  a c h a p te r  devo ted  to  
t h e  a p p r e c i a t i o n  o f  language  i n  l i t e r a t u r e ,  In  t h e i r  d i s c u s s io n
•^W allace  A. Bacon and R obert S, B reen , L i t e r a t u r e  a s  E xperience  
(New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1959), pp . 187-88.
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th e  a u th o r s  d i s c u s s  am bigu ity  as  m u l t ip l e  meanings i n  te rm s o f
b e in g  n e g a t iv e  o r  p o s i t i v e :
L i t e r a t u r e  i s  n o t  s u c c e s s f u l  when i t  s im ply  co n fu ses  
( though th e  r e a d e r  has  some o b l i g a t i o n  to  suspend 
judgment u n t i l  he i s  su re  th e  c o n fu s io n  i s  n o t  s im ply  a 
r e s u l t  of h i s  own l a z i n e s s  o r  inadequacy  as  a r e a d e r ) .
Even a poem or a p la y  o r  a  s t o r y  about a s t a t e  o f  con­
f u s io n  must have c l a r i t y  in  th e  v i s io n  o f  c o n fu s io n  i t  
p r e s e n t s .  That i s ,  am b igu ity  which r e s u l t s  s im ply  from 
i n e p t  use o f  language  must be charged  a g a in s t  th e  w r i t e r .
But th e r e  a r e  a m b ig u i t ie s  in  w r i t i n g  which s e rv e  e n o r ­
mously to  i n c r e a s e  th e  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  o f  th e  t h i n g  w r i t t e n ;  
s t a t e m e n ts  which can be ta k en  two d i f f e r e n t  ways (o r  th r e e  
o r  fo u r  d i f f e r e n t  ways) may depend f o r  t h e i r  e f f e c t  p r e c i s e l y  
upon th e  complex o f  m eanings. In  J o y c e 's  "The S i s t e r s "  
( D u b l in e r s ) ,  when E l i z a ,  one o f  th e  s i s t e r s  of th e  o ld  
p r i e s t  who has  d ie d ,  s a y s ,  "The d u t i e s  o f  the  p r ie s th o o d  
was to o  much f o r  him . And th en  h i s  l i f e  was, you might 
s a y ,  c r o s s e d , "  she i s  u s in g  th e  word c ro s s e d  to  mean 
" d i s a p p o in t e d , "  b u t  Joyce i s  u s in g  i t  i n  a n o th e r  sen se :  
th e  o ld  p r i e s t  has d ied  under th e  burden  o f th e  c r o s s ,  
and th e  c h a l i c e  which ought to  r e p r e s e n t  th a n k s g iv in g  and 
renew al r e s t s  upon h i s  b r e a s t ,  as he l i e s  i n  h i s  c o f f i n ,  
as i f  i t  were  th e  in s t ru m e n t  o f  h i s  d e a th  (pp. 187 -88 ) .
Thus Bacon and Breen c o n t in u e  th e  t r e n d  o f  d ic h o to m iz in g  am bigu ity
as  i n t e n t i o n a l  o r  u n i n t e n t i o n a l .  When i n t e n t i o n a l ,  they  say ,
am b ig u ity  i s  a d ev ice  which i n c r e a s e s  th e  d e n s i t y  o f  th e  m a t e r i a l :
Modern l i t e r a t u r e  i n  p a r t i c u l a r  depends h e a v i ly  
upon l a y e r s  o f  meaning which f r e q u e n t ly  use am bigu ity  
as  a d e v ice  fo r  i n c r e a s i n g  th e  d e n s i t y  o f  th e  e x p e r ie n c e  
b e in g  i m i t a t e d .  I t  would be a lm ost im p o ss ib le  h e re  to  
do j u s t i c e  to  th e  co m p lex ity  o f  th e  s u b j e c t .  W illiam  
Empson has  w r i t t e n ,  in  Seven Types o f  A m biguity , what i s  
pe rhaps  th e  s ta n d a r d  d i s c u s s io n  o f  th e  s u b j e c t ,  though 
he seems to  some c r i t i c s  t o  la b o r  th e  p o in t  a l i t t l e  
too  h a rd .  Well u sed ,  a m b ig u i t i e s  in  l i t e r a t u r e  fu n c t io n  
much as do o v e r to n e s  i n  m usic , e x te n d in g  th e  range  o f  the  
e x p e r ie n c e  b e in g  communicated (p . 188).
They conclude  t h e i r  d i s c u s s io n  o f  am bigu ity  by n o t in g  t h a t  i n t e n ­
t i o n a l  am b igu ity  can be found i n  a l l  l i t e r a t u r e  even i f  i t  i s  on 
t h e  l e v e l  o f  th e  s im p le  pun:
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A m b ig u it ie s  th u s  used  a re  t o  be found i n  a l l  l i t e r a t u r e s .
On th e  s im p le s t  l e v e l ,  am b ig u ity  may be e x p re s se d  i n  th e  
p u n , o r  p la y  on w ords— though we do n o t  mean to  su g g es t  
t h a t  a l l  puns a r e  s im p le  (p , 188).
Bacon and B r e e n 's  d i s c u s s io n  o f  am bigu ity  p a r a l l e l s  th o s e  o f
H unsin g er ,  Lee, Smith and L inn , and A g g e r t t  and Bowen i n  t h a t  they
say  am bigu ity  g e n e r a l ly  r e f e r s  to  m u l t ip l e  meanings w he ther
i n t e n t i o n a l  o r  n o t .
A l lu s io n s  t o  V erba l Ambiguity
Some t e x t s  do n o t  d i s c u s s  am bigu ity  p e r  s e , b u t  a l l u d e  to  the
co n cep t  th ro u g h  g e n e r a l i z e d  comments abou t l i n g u i s t i c  d e v ic e s  of
19p o e t r y .  P a u l  Cam pbell, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  nowhere u ses  th e  te rm  ambi­
g u i ty ,  b u t  i n  d i s c u s s in g  p o e t r y  say s  t h a t  p o e ts  f r e q u e n t ly  "u se
language  in  a way t h a t  in v o lv e s  two o r  more s im u lta n eo u s  meanings"
2 0(p . 9 ) .  S i m i l a r l y ,  Dolman a l lu d e s  to  th e  concep t sometimes 
d is c u s s e d  w i th  am b ig u ity  i n  h i s  s e c t i o n  c a l l e d  "S u g g es t io n  and 
I m p l ic a t io n  i n  P o e t ry "  (pp. 1 7 4 -7 7 ) ,  H ere ,  he say s  p o e t ry  has  th e  
q u a l i t y  o f  " i n d i r e c t n e s s "  and th e  p o e t  chooses  h i s  words " o b l iq u e ly "  
(p . 175). In  t h i s  way, Dolman seems aware o f  th e  p a r t i c u l a r  d ev ice  
i n  p o e t ry  t h a t  some p e o p le  d i s c u s s  w i th  am bigu ity  though  t h a t  l a b e l  
n e v e r  a p p e a rs .
P au l  N, Cam pbell, O ra l I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  (New York; Macmillan 
Company, 1966), p .  9.
20John D o lm a n ,J r . , The A rt o f  Reading Aloud (New York: H arper 
& B r o th e r s ,  1956), pp. 174-77.
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21M att in g ly  and Grimes x d i s c u s s  p o e t ry  i n  term s o f  l e v e l s  o f  
meaning (pp. 81-85) and c o n n o ta t io n  (p. 6 9 ) .  C o n n o ta t io n s ,  they  say , 
a re  " f r i n g e s  o f  meaning" (p. 6 9 ) ,  a p h rase  im m edia te ly  re m in is c e n t  
o f  W h ee lw rig h t 's  con cep t o f  " s o f t  f o c u s . "  When a r e a d e r  f i r s t  re ad s  
a p a s s a g e ,  M a tt in g ly  and Grimes say  he may d is c o v e r  " th e  l i t e r a l  or 
f i r s t  l e v e l  o f  meaning . . . ; t h i s  l e v e l  i s  c a l l e d  [ th e ]  b a s i c ,  
p r im ary , o r  e x p l i c i t  meaning" (p . 8 1 ) ,  and th e  complex s e c t i o n  r e q u i r e s
r e p e a te d  re a d in g s  to  uncover the  m u l t ip l e  o r  "d ep th "  m eanings.
22Haas, to o ,  in  d i s c u s s in g  th e  s e l e c t i o n  o f  q u a l i t y  l i t e r a t u r e  
f o r  pe rfo rm ances  i n  r e a d e r s  t h e a t r e ,  d is c u s s e s  o b s c u r i t i e s , n u ances , 
and m u l t ip le  meanings i n  l i t e r a t u r e " S u r e l y ,  any e x p e r ie n c e d  
p e rfo rm er  knows how o b s c u r i t i e s  in  l i t e r a t u r e  can be c l a r i f i e d  in  
p e r fo rm an ces ,  as  w e l l  a s  how nuances and m u l t ip l e  meanings can be 
c r e a t e d  by perfo rm ance"  (p . 4 ) .  However, he does n o t  e x p la in  t h i s  
s ta te m e n t .
23-Alethea Smith M a t t in g ly  and Wilma H. Grimes, I n t e r p r e t a t i o n : 
W r i t e r , R eader, Audience, 2d ed . (Belmont: Wadsworth P u b l i s h in g
Company, 1970), pp. 69 , 81-85 .
22R ichard  Haas, T h e a tre s  o f  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  (Ann A rbor; R o b e r ts -  
B u rto n ,  1976), pp . 4 , 11-12.
23
Haas, u n l ik e  the  o th e r  a u th o rs  c i t e d  above, does l a t e r  
in c lu d e  mention o f  a m b ig u i t i e s .  S ince  h i s  d i s c u s s io n  r e l a t e s  to  
th e  a c t u a l  perform ance o f l i t e r a t u r e ,  we w i l l  save an exam ina tion  
o f h i s  m ention u n t i l  t h a t  s e c t i o n  o f  t h i s  s tu d y .
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C onfusion o f  Terms 
A common weakness o f  s e v e r a l  t e x t s  i s  th e  co n fu s io n  o f ambi­
g u i ty  w i th  o th e r  c o g n a te s ,  P a r r i s h ,  f o r  exam ple, who u s e s  th e  term 
to  mean p l u r i v o c a l i t y  o r  m u l t ip l e  meanings i n  w ords , a l s o  s u g g e s ts  
t h a t  a r e a d e r ' s  i n a b i l i t y  to  d e c ip h e r  an "am b ig u ity "  may be th e  f a u l t  
o f  th e  w r i t e r  f o r  n o t  making h im s e l f  " r e a d i l y  u n d e rs to o d "  and t h e r e ­
f o r e  h i s  "poem i s  n o t  s u i t a b l e  f o r  re a d in g  a lo u d ,  . . . "  (p. 251). 
Th is  s ta te m e n t  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  he u se s  th e  te rm  in  two d i f f e r e n t  ways, 
a s  d e n o t in g  vagueness  in  th e  e v a lu a t iv e  sen se  of th e  word, and
m u l t ip l e  meaning in  th e  Empsonian t r a d i t i o n . ^
25Beloof d ev o te s  a s e c t i o n  to  am bigu ity  in  h i s  c h a p te r  on
" to n e " :
Ambiguity i s ,  i n  a l l  i t s  deve lopm ents ,  a d u a l i t y  or 
p l u r a l i t y  o f  p e r c e p t io n .  A pun i s  a v e r b a l  d u a l i t y  which 
may be used f o r  q u i t e  lo v e ly  as w e l l  as q u i t e  d ism aying 
e f f e c t s .  I t  i s  no a c c id e n t  t h a t  b o th  Shakespeare  and 
you r n e ig h b o r ,  who i s  in c a p a b le  o f  any v e r b a l  s u b t l e t y  
a t  a l l ,  a re  fond o f  th e  pun. For th e  t r u t h  i s  t h a t  n o th in g  
can be more s u b t l e ,a j id  few th in g s  more t e d io u s ,  th an  th e  
p e r c e p t io n  o f  a m b ig u i ty ,  w h e th er  v e r b a l  o r  em o tio n a l .
Well u sed ,  th e  v e r b a l  am b ig u ity  can be sim ply a d e t a i l .
Thus, when K eats  a d d re ssed  th e  G recian  Urn a s  "0 A t t i c  
Shape! F a i r  a t t i t u d e !  w i th  b r e d e /  Of m arble  men and 
maidens o v e rw ro u g h t,"  he means b o th  b re d e — a b o r d e r ,  an 
em bro idery— and , i f  we w i l l ,  b re e d — a ra c e  o f  men. So 
th e  pun makes th e  p h ra se  mean b o th  an em broidery  o r  
b o rd e r  o f  m arble men and women. . . S i m i l a r l y ,  overwrought 
means "wrought o v e r , "  t h a t  i s ,  a b o rd e r  worked on to  the  
v a se .  I t  a l s o  means " o v e r - e x c i t e d , "  and on t h i s  l e v e l  
reminds us t h a t  the  people  on th e  v a s e ,  who a re  p o r t r a y e d  
as  t a k in g  p a r t  in  a ceremony a r e  i n  an e m o t io n a l ly  
h e ig h te n ed  c o n d i t io n  (p . 156),
^ 1  c o n s id e r  h i s  e x p la n a t io n  to  i n d i c a t e  c o n fu s io n  because  he does 
n o t  s p e c i f i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t i a t e  i n t e n t i o n a l  from u n i n t e n t i o n a l  a m b ig u i t i e s .
^ R o b e r t  B e lo o f ,  The P e rfo rm in g  Voice i n  L i t e r a t u r e  (Boston;
L i t t l e ,  Brown and Company, 1 9 6 6 ) ,  pp. 156-61,
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He f u r t h e r  m entions  puns a s  one form o f  am b ig u ity ;
Puns used so  a r e  m a rv e lo u s ly  econom ical means o f  a c h ie v ­
in g  a t  once r i c h n e s s  o f  s ta t e m e n t  and s y n t a c t i c  s i m p l i c i t y .  
N o tice  how u n o b t ru s iv e  th e y  a r e  h e r e ,  how, i n  a  s e n s e ,  i t  
i s  n o t  n e c e s s a ry  t o  see  th e  two l e v e l s  o f  meaning f o r  b a s i c  
communication t o  ta k e  p l a c e .  Yet how much more rew ard ing  
th e  l i n e s  a re  i f  we a re  aware o f  th e s e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  
(pp. 156 -57 ) .
He goes on to  g ive  an example o f  a pun a s  a k ey s to n e  i n  W a l l e r ’ s 
poem "Go Lovely Rose":
On th e  o th e r  hand a pun may s ta n d  as  a k ey s to n e  in  a poem.
In  t h i s  poem th e  word " s u f f e r "  i s  ambiguous. In 
W a l l e r ' s  day i t  c a r r i e d  n o t  on ly  ou r  sen se  o f  " t o  endure  
h a r d s h i p , "  b u t  p e rh a p s  most f r e q u e n t l y  then  meant s im ply  
" t o  p e r m i t ,  to  a l lo w ."  So W a lle r  i s  s a y in g ,  " T e l l  h e r  
to  p e rm it  h e r s e l f  to  be d e s i r e d . "  But he a l s o  im p l i e s ,  by 
ch o o sin g  t h i s  w ord, t h a t  he i s  aware t h a t  such an a c t i o n  
on h e r  p a r t  w i l l  n o t  be e a s y ,  w i l l  be p a i n f u l ,  w i l l  be 
som eth ing  t o  e n d u re .  Many th in g s  c o n t r i b u t e  toward making 
t h i s  a f in e  poem, b u t  th e  poem’ s po ig n an cy , i t s  d ep th  of 
hum anity , sp re a d s  outw ard from t h i s  pun , w here in  th e  p o e t  
d e l i c a t e l y  makes c l e a r  h i s  aw areness o f  th e  p r i c e  o f  what 
he a sks  and o f  h i s  ca re  f o r  h e r .  In  a poem d e l i b e r a t e l y  
c o n v e n t io n a l  i n  i t s  a r t i f i c e ,  i t  i s  t h i s  word more than  
any o th e r  t h a t  s t r i k e s  th e  d eep e r  re so n an c es  o f  r e a l i t y  
(p . 157).
Then, d e v ia t in g  from t r a d i t i o n a l  d i s c u s s io n s  of v e r b a l  am b ig u i ty ,  he 
d i s c u s s e s  pa radox  as a s p e c i a l  k in d  o f  a m b ig u ity :
Paradox  i s  a p a r t i c u l a r  k in d  o f  am b igu ity  p r e s e n t in g  
two a p p a r e n t ly  im p o s s ib ly  c o n f l i c t i n g  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  which 
a r e  y e t  somehow r e s o lv e d .  The p u rp o se s  o f  a pa radox  i s  
[ s i c ]  u s u a l l y  to  f o r c e  us t o  s y n th e s iz e  th e  problem  on 
a h ig h e r  l e v e l  o f  e x p e r ie n c e  (p . 157).
B eloof a l s o  d i s c u s s e s  what he c a l l s  em o tio n a l  am bigu ity  which 
c l o s e l y  a l i g n s  w ith  what we have d e f in e d  as am biva lence  o r  d u a l i t y  and
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p o l a r i z a t i o n  o f  f e e l i n g s .  He c a l l s  th e s e  "m assive  a m b ig u i t ie s  o f  th e  
human s i t u a t i o n  t h a t  a r e  so  o f t e n  a p a r t  o f  th e  l a r g e r  i n s i g h t s  w ith  
which g r e a t  w r i t e r s  con ce rn  th em se lv es"  (p . 1 5 8 ) ,  He p o in t s  to  the  
James Joyce s t o r y  " E v e l in e "  as an example of em o tio n a l  am bigu ity  in  
th e  c h a r a c t e r  c a u s in g  a s p l i t  in  h e r  own psyche and r e n d e r s  h e r  h e lp ­
l e s s  to  f u l f i l l  h e r  d e s i r e s  (p . 1 58 ) . T h is ,  how ever, more p r e c i s e l y  
r e f e r s  to  sp ea k e r  am bivalence  and n o t  a m b ig u ity .
A p p a ren t ly ,  th e n ,  o r a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  te x tb o o k s  ten d  to  d i s ­
cuss  on ly  v e r b a l  am b ig u ity  as  i t  f u n c t io n s  i n  l i t e r a t u r e ,  w he ther  o r  
n o t  th e y  l a b e l  i t  a m b ig u ity .  Most t e x t s  concur r e g a rd in g  th e  u s e s ,  
im p o r tan c e ,  and o v e r a l l  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  am b igu ity  (a s  b e in g  m u l t ip l e  
m ean in g ) . Many o f  the  te x tb o o k s  d icho tom ize  am bigu ity  i n t o  some 
form o f  i n t e n t i o n a l  and u n i n t e n t i o n a l  ( a r t i s t i c ,  i n a r t i s t i c ,  d e l i b ­
e r a t e ,  e t c . )  where th e  i n t e n t i o n a l  am bigu ity  s e r v e s  a s  an a r t i s t i c  
d e v ic e  which enhances  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  and where th e  u n i n t e n t i o n a l  am­
b i g u i t y  s e r v e s  on ly  to  co n fu se  and th u s  h u r t s  th e  l i t e r a t u r e .  A few 
te x tb o o k s ,  how ever, have devo ted  b r i e f  d i s c u s s io n s  t o  n a r r a t i v e  am­
b i g u i t y ,  though th o se  t h a t  do n e v e r  use  t h a t  p r e c i s e  l a b e l .  Perhaps 
t h i s  c o n t in u e d  em phasis on v e r b a l  am b ig u ity  p a r a l l e l s  th e  i n t e r e s t s  
o f  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s .  C e r t a i n l y ,  Empson's t r a d i t i o n  o f  l i n g u i s t i c  
a n a l y s i s  o f  p o e t ry  became e n tre n c h e d  i n  l i t e r a r y  c i r c l e s  d u r in g  the  
t h i r t i e s  and f o r t i e s  and c o n t in u e s  even to d a y .  R esearch  and a t t e n ­
t i o n  to  th e  n a r r a t i v e ,  how ever, i s  on ly  now p a s s in g  from i t s  in fa n c y
o£
t o  more m ature  s t a g e s .  I f  we compare j o u r n a l  a r t i c l e s  in  e i t h e r
2 See, f o r  exam ple, th e  d a te s  on Form alism  and S t r u c t u r a l i s m
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th e  f i e l d s  o f  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m  o r  o r a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  from a f i f t e e n  
y e a r  p e r io d  i n  th e  f i f t i e s  to  th o s e  o f  th e  l a s t  f i f t e e n  y e a r s ,  we w i l l  
undo u b ted ly  n o t i c e  how few a r t i c l e s  fo cu sed  on th e  n a r r a t i v e  i n  th e  
e a r l i e r  p e r io d .  B eg inn ing  i n  th e  f i f t i e s  in  th e  f i e l d  o f  th e  p e r ­
formance o f l i t e r a t u r e ,  we f in d  more a r t i c l e s  d e a l i n g  w i th  a e s t h e t i c s  
o f  perfo rm ance  and perfo rm ance  as a means o f  d i s c o v e r in g  th e  t e x t .  Be­
cause t h i s  emphasis on perfo rm ance  as a l e g i t i m a t e  mode o f  l i t e r a r y  
c r i t i c i s m  has  i n c r e a s e d ,  s c h o la r s  i n  th e  f i e l d  a re  p ay ing  more 
a t t e n t i o n  to  s p e c i f i c  gen res  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  and th e  s p e c i a l  problem s 
each  r a i s e s .
N a r r a t iv e  Ambiguity 
A few newer te x tb o o k s  do appea r  a t  l e a s t  to  a l l u d e  to  th e  
concep t o f  n a r r a t i v e  a m b ig u i ty .  G e n e ra l ly ,  th e  d i s c u s s io n  i s  
th e  b r i e f e s t  p o s s ib l e  a l l u s i o n  t o  am bigu ity  a t  th e  l e v e l  of a p p l ie d  
c r i t i c i s m  and n o t  in  a b ro a d ly  d e f in e d  t h e o r e t i c a l  framework. The 
t h i r d  e d i t i o n  o f A g g e r t t  and Bowen, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  a l l u d e s  to  and de­
s c r i b e s  a ty p e  o f  n a r r a t i v e  am bigu ity  in  th e  e x p la n a t io n  o f  th e  
Donleavy s h o r t  s t o r y  "One f o r  Y es ."  In  f a c t ,  a l th o u g h  th ey  d i s c u s s  
v e r b a l  am b igu ity  and o b s c u r i t y  as  a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of p o e try  in  a n o th e r  
s e c t i o n  o f  th e  book, (pp. 402-03) i n  t h e i r  ex eg e se s  o f t h i s  s t o r y ,  
th e y  d e s c r ib e  am b igu ity  o f  th e  d i s j u n c t i v e  ty p e :
Beyond th e  mere h ap p en in g s  j u s t  d e s c r ib e d ,  th e  s to r y  
s t i r s  up a t  l e a s t  two q u i t e  d iv e r g e n t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s .
(The a u th o r  may have i n t e n t i o n a l l y  been ambiguous— a 
d e s i r a b l e  q u a l i t y ,  n o t  a f a u l t ,  i n  good l i t e r a t u r e . )  In  
th e  f i r s t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  th e  n a r r a t o r  i s  th o u g h t  to  be 
p re te n d in g  an i n a b i l i t y  to  speak  no rm ally  and i s  p la y in g
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a rude game w i th  h i s  a d v e r s a ry  in  answ ering  a l l  q u e s t io n s  
w i th  e i t h e r  one "beep"  f o r  " y e s , "  o r  two f o r  " n o ,"  even­
t u a l l y  add ing  a  t h i r d  "beep"  f o r  " th a n k s , "  and a f o u r th  
f o r  meanings n o t  made obv ious  by th e  c o n te x t .  In  a  
second i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  th e  n a r r a t o r  i s  th o u g h t  to  have 
s u f f e r e d  an a c t u a l  i l l n e s s  o r  a c c id e n t  t h a t  r e a l l y  p re v e n ts  
him from c o n v e rs in g  in  any o th e r  way th an  by b eep in g  
(pp. 156-57) .
The a u th o rs  th e n  p ro ceed  to  e x p la in  the  re a so n s  f o r  each  o f  th e  two 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  and th e  en su in g  " h ig h e r  meaning" when th e  i n t e r p r e t a ­
t i o n s  c o n jo in .  U l t im a te ly ,  th ey  r e j e c t  e i t h e r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  as 
" th e  s o l e  meaning o f  th e  s t o r y , "  (p . 157) s in c e  th e  a u th o r  in c lu d e s  
th e  am b igu ity  i n  o rd e r  t o  s t i m u l a t e  " th e  r e a d e r  to  more complex 
re s p o n se s  th a n  a  s im p le  s t o r y  would p r o v id e .  A ccep tin g  b o th  b a s i c  
meanings c o n c u r re n t ly  g iv e s  us th e  p l e a s u r e - p a i n  e x p e r ie n c e  so  c h a ra c ­
t e r i s t i c  o f  b la c k  humor" (p .  157). H ere , th e n ,  they  d e s c r ib e  
d i s j u n c t i v e  n a r r a t i v e  a m b ig u i ty .  F u r th e r ,  t h e i r  b r i e f  d i s c u s s io n  
i n d i c a t e s  t h e i r  f e e l i n g s  as  to  th e  d e s i r a b l e  q u a l i t y  o f  b o th  v e r b a l  
and n a r r a t i v e  am bigu ity  in  l i t e r a t u r e  (p . 156).
A second t e x t  a l l u d i n g  t o  n a r r a t i v e  am b ig u ity  i s  t h a t  o f  W allace
9 7Bacon. In  d i s c u s s in g  " s p o t s  of in d e te rm in a c y "  Bacon r e v e a l s  him­
s e l f  t o  be more and more in f lu e n c e d  by phenomenology, a d i s c i p l i n e  
which re g a rd s  l i t e r a t u r e  as  a ty p e  o f  r e a l - l i f e  e x p e r ie n c e .  Like 
A g g e r t t  and Bowen, Bacon does n o t  d i s c u s s  " s p o t s  o f  in d e te rm in a c y "  
i n  r e g a rd s  to  a m b ig u ity ,  b u t  b ecau se  s p o ts  a re  l i k e  gaps and gaps 
a re  an im p o r ta n t  dev ice  f o r  c r e a t i n g  n a r r a t i v e  a m b ig u i ty ,  h i s
^Bacon, p. 115.
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28d i s c u s s io n  i s  r e l e v a n t .  Not a l l  gaps , though , cause  am b ig u ity .
In  d i s c u s s in g  th e  t e x t  and body a s  a c t s  (p. 1 2 ) ,  Bacon p o i n t s  out 
t h a t  a r e a d e r  must " f i l l  i n  d e t a i l s  n o t  l i t e r a l l y  s u p p l i e d  by th e  
a u th o r " :
A ll  r e a d e r s  f i l l  i n  d e t a i l s  from c lu e s  p r e s e n te d  by th e  
a u th o r ;  so  lo n g  a s  th e y  do n o t  run  c o u n te r  to  th e  t e x t ,  
such a d d i t io n s  a re  a n a t u r a l  and u s e f u l  p a r t  o f  th e  a c tu ­
a l i z a t i o n  o r  r e a l i z a t i o n  o f th e  lan g u ag e .  In  t h i s  s e n s e ,  
you as  r e a d e r  become a p a r t i c i p a n t  in  th e  w r i t i n g  o f  the  
poem, and your c o n t r i b u t i o n  v ; i l l  always be i n  some ways 
d i s t i n c t  from t h a t  made by o th e r  r e a d e r s .  I t  i s  b ecau se  
r e a d e r s  v a lu e  t h e i r  own c o n t r ib u t io n s  t o  s t o r i e s  t h a t  
p u b l i s h e r s  have g e n e r a l ly  fo reg o n e ,  nowadays, th e  once- 
common p r a c t i c e  o f  i l l u s t r a t i n g  n o v e ls .  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  
o f t e n  v i o l a t e d  r e a d e r  r e sp o n se s  (p . 12).
Bacon comes c lo s e  to  r e c o g n iz in g  t h a t  gaps in  c h a r a c t e r s  may c r e a t e  
am bigu ity  when he acknowledges th e  v a l i d i t y  of d iv e r g e n t  i n t e r p r e ­
t a t i o n s :
We c r e a t e  o u r  own p i c t u r e s  o f  them [ c h a r a c t e r s ]  from de­
t a i l s  i n  the  t e x t ,  b u t  p i c t u r e s  d i f f e r  from r e a d e r  to  
r e a d e r .  I f  th e  d i f f e r e n c e s  r e s u l t  from r e a d e r s 1 ig n o r in g  
o f  t h in g s  s p e c i f i e d  i n  th e  t e x t ,  we may say t h a t  th e  d i f f e r ­
ences  a re  n o t  d e f e n s i b l e ;  i f ,  however, th e  t e x t  iss ta k en  
c a r e f u l l y  i n t o  a c c o u n t ,  two r e a d e r s  may s t i l l  f i l l  i n  th e  
" s p o t s  o f  in d e te rm in a c y "  i n  r a t h e r  d i f f e r e n t  ways. Both 
p i c t u r e s  w i l l  be v a l i d .  That i s  one re a so n  why n o v e l i s t s  
nowadays do n o t have i l l u s t r a t i o n s  i n  t h e i r  b o o k s .  Novels 
r e p r i n t e d  a f t e r  they  have been f i lm ed  sometimes have p i c ­
tu r e s  from th e  f i lm  in c lu d e d  in  th e  t e x t ;  such p i c t u r e s  
may in  an u n fo r tu n a te  way t i e  th e  r e a d e r  to  th e  s p e c i f i c  
d e t a i l s  w ith  which th e  f i l m  h as  f i l l e d  i n  th e  "open" sp a c e s .  
Our sen se  o f  a  c h a r a c t e r  i n  r e a d in g  may be v e ry  d i f f e r e n t  
from th e  f i lm  p e r s o n a l i t y  who has  c r e a te d  th e  c h a r a c t e r  
i n  th e  f i lm  (p . 116).
28See C hapter IV below f o r  f u r t h e r  e x p la n a t io n  o f  gaps.
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However, t o  f i t  th e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  am b ig u ity  p o s i t e d  i n  t h i s  s tu d y ,  
b o th  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  t h a t  Bacon c a l l s  v a l i d  would have to  e x i s t  
s im u l ta n e o u s ly .  U nless  th e s e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  somehow c o e x i s t e d  w hile  
rem a in in g  d i f f e r e n t  ( l i k e  "overw rought"  in  B e l o o f 's  example) o r  con­
t r a d i c t e d  each  o th e r  w h ile  c o e x i s t i n g ,  th ey  would n o t  q u a l i f y  as 
am b ig u i ty .  Though Bacon does n o t  ex tend  h i s  d i s c u s s io n  t h a t  f a r ,  
h i s  rem arks seem p e r t i n e n t  enough to  use i n  t h i s  s tu d y .
The Perform ance  o f  Ambiguity
The most p rom inen t d i s c u s s io n  o f  th e  perform ance  o f  am bigu ity
a p p ea rs  i n  a s e r i e s  o f  a r t i c l e s  by K a th a r in e  Loesch, Samuel L ev in ,
29and Seymour Chatman. Between 1956 and 1973 t h i s  s e r i e s  o f  a r t i c l e s  
ap p ea red  in  m ajor s c h o l a r l y  j o u r n a l s  which a p p a r e n t ly  s t im u la te d  i n ­
t e r e s t  in  th e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  p e rfo rm in g  ambiguous l i t e r a t u r e .  A l l  
o f  th e s e  a r t i c l e s  d e a l t  s o l e l y  w ith  th e  perform ance  o f  v e r b a l  am bigu ity  
i n  p o e t r y .  However, because  o f  th e  o v e r la p  between n a r r a t i v e  and 
l i n g u i s t i c  a m b ig u ity ,  we m ight p r o f i t  from a b r i e f  exam in a tio n  o f th e  
b a se s  o f  t h i s  " d e b a te . "  The r o o t s  o f  th e  d i s c u s s io n  began w i th  the  
1952 p u b l i c a t i o n  o f  Arnold S t e i n ' s  "D onne 's  Prosody" in  which S te in  
used  two examples from Donne to  i l l u s t r a t e  what he c a l l e d  "a  k in d  o f
^ K a t h a r i n e  T. Loesch, " L i t e r a r y  Ambiguity and O ra l P e r f o r ­
mance , " ( J ^ a r t e r l ^  J o u r n a l  o f  Sjaeech 51 (O ctober 1965): 258-67; Samuel
R. L ev in ,  "S u p raseg m en ta ls  and th e  Perform ance o f  P o e t r y , "  Q u a r te r ly  
J o u r n a l  o f  Speech 48 (December 1962): 366-72; Seymour Chatman, "Mr,
S t e i n  on Donne," Kenyon Review 53 (Summer 1956): 443-51 ,
99
ambiguous h o v e r i n g . E v e n  though S te in  was n o t  t a l k i n g  abou t p e r f o r ­
m an ce ,h is  a r t i c l e  s t im u la te d  a re sp o n se  by Seymour Chatman. With 
h i s  background i n  l i n g u i s t i c s ,  Chatman argued  t h a t  i n t o n a t i o n s  of 
th e  E n g l ish  language  fo rc e d  d isam b ig u a t io n  o f  e q u iv o c a l  words:
Nor can I  ag ree  w ith  Mr. S t e in  t h a t  th e  m e t r i c a l  am bigu ity  
o f  a n o th e r  l i n e  in  th e  poem c o n t r i b u t e s  m e ta p h o r ic a l ly  to  
th e  whole; I  b e l i e v e  t h i s  am b igu ity  too  demands a r e s o l u t i o n  
in  o r a l  p e rfo rm an ce . I t  i s  a p ap e r  am bigu ity  o n ly .  . . .
My m ajor p o in t  i s  t h a t  t h i s  a m b ig u i ty ,  in  te rm s o f th e  
sound th e  l i n e  w i l l  assume, i s  more a p p a re n t  th a n  r e a l .
The mind may p e r s i s t ,  b u t  th e  v o ic e  i s  r e q u i r e d  to  make 
a ch o ice  between th e  a l t e r n a t i v e s  by th e  ve ry  s t r u c t u r e  
of th e  lan g u ag e . . . . The v o ic e  has  no mechanism f o r  
" h o v e r in g ,"  . . . The v e ry  a c t  o f  perform ance  more o f te n  
than  n o t  f o r c e s  th e  r e a d e r  to  r e s o lv e  a m b ig u i t i e s ,  to  dec ide  
between a l t e r n a t i v e s ;  where perfo rm ance  does r e q u i r e  a  de­
c i s i o n ,  we can o n ly  conclude  t h a t  th e  am bigu ity  i s  m ain ly  
t e x t u a l — t h a t  i s ,  i t  in h e re s  in  th e  in a d e q u a c ie s  o f  th e  
E n g l ish  w r i t i n g  system  in  r e p r e s e n t in g  in t o n a t i o n  p a t t e r n s ,  
and n o t  in  th e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  th e  poem as a sequence of 
E n g l ish  v o c a l  s i g n a l s  . . . .  Many t e x t u a l  a m b ig u i t ie s  
cannot be p re s e rv e d  in  o r a l  p e r fo rm an ces ,  sim ply  because  
the  s t r e s s - p i t c h - j u n c t u r e  sy s tem  of E n g l ish  demands a 
r e s o l u t i o n  (pp. 4 4 7 -5 0 ) .
These two a r t i c l e s  proved to  be a c a t a l y s t  to  s e v e r a l  r e s p o n s e s .  In  
Samuel L e v in 's  "S u p raseg m en ta ls  and th e  Perform ance o f  P o e t r y , "  he 
s u p p o r ts  Chatman and f u r t h e r  a rg u e s  t h a t  " r e s o l u t i o n  o f  . . . ambi­
g u i ty  r e p r e s e n t s  n o t  a s e r v i c e  to  a poem, b u t  a d i s s e r v i c e "  ( p . 367).
He fa v o rs  perform ance which s u s t a i n s  am bigu ity  and u l t i m a t e l y  con­
c lu d e s  t h a t  " v i s u a l  pe rfo rm ance"  (o r  th e  s i l e n t  r e a d in g )  i s  th e  
on ly  mode o f perform ance a b le  to  s u s t a i n  th e  am b ig u ity  (p . 369),
30Arnold S t e i n ,  "D onne's  P ro so d y ,"  Kenyon Review 18 (Summer 
1965, r e p r i n t  e d . ,  Kenyon Review, S p r in g  1951): 439-43 .
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Three y e a r s  l a t e r  K a th a r in e  T, Loesch p ro v id e d  an answer to  
Levin and Chatman in  h e r  a r t i c l e  " L i t e r a r y  Ambiguity and O ra l P e r­
fo rm an ce ."  In  i t  she a rg u e s  t h a t  i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  f o r  an i n t e r p r e t e r  
to  p re s e rv e  am b ig u ity  in  p o e t ry  by c a l l i n g  upon what she has la b e le d  
th e  "n o n -d is a m b ig u a t in g  i n t o n a t i o n "  (p . 260). She then  s u p p o r ts  h e r  
c o n te n t io n  w i th  example a f t e r  example o f  ambiguous l i n e s  of p o e t ry  
in  which she l i n g u i s t i c a l l y  d iagram s how v o c a l  i n to n a t i o n  may p re s e rv e  
th e  a m b ig u ity .  Loesch n e v e r  s u g g e s ts  an e x p r e s s io n le s s  perform ance  to  
p r e s e r v e  a m b ig u ity .  I n s t e a d ,  she  i n s i s t s  t h a t  th e r e  a r e  a v a i l a b l e  
to  th e  p e r fo rm er  l e g i t i m a t e  i n t o n a t i o n  p a t t e r n s  t h a t  p re s e rv e  ambi­
g u i ty .  The deba te  o s t e n s i b l y  came to  an end w i th  th e  p u b l i c a t i o n
0*1
o f  Chatm an's re sp o n se  to  Loesch and h e r  su b seq u en t r e p ly .
G e n e ra l ly ,  te x tb o o k s  fo l lo w  s u i t  and d i s c u s s  pe rfo rm ance  of
am bigu ity  in  te rm s o f  w h e th er  o r  n o t  to  "d is a m b ig u a te ” th e  a m b ig u ity .
The t h i r d  e d i t i o n  of A g g e r t t  and Bowen o f f e r s  r a t h e r  vague s u g g e s t io n s
f o r  p e rfo rm in g  am b ig u ity  in  p o e t r y :
T r a d i t i o n a l l y ,  th e  s p e a k e r  t r i e s  t o  make c l e a r  th e  mean­
in g s  b eh ind  w ords. I f  meaning i s  "ambiguous" in  th e  w ors t  
s e n s e ,  i t  must be c l e a r e d  up f o r  th e  l i s t e n e r .  But ambi­
g u i ty  in  th e  b e s t  s e n s e — the  d e v ic e  o f  s a y in g  more than  
one t h in g  a t  once w ith  one s e t  o f  w ords— i s  to  be found in  
abundance in  g r e a t  p o e t r y .  Must we, as  o r a l  i n t e r p r e t e r s  
succeed  i n  communicating a t  once a l l  th e  p o s s i b l e  meanings 
t h a t  a s i l e n t  r e a d e r  may e v e n tu a l ly  f in d  in  the  l i n e s  
a f t e r  h o u rs  of s c r u t in y ?  Some s c h o la r s  i n s i s t  t h a t  i f  
am b igu ity  e x i s t s  i n  a poem, th en  any " re a d in g "  o f  t h a t  
poem t h a t  communicates on ly  one meaning (d is a m b ig u a te s )  
does th e  poem a d i s s e r v i c e .
•^Seymour Chatman, "On 'The I n t o n a t i o n a l  F a l l a c y , '* 1 Q u a r te r ly  
J o u rn a l  o f  Speech 52 (O ctober 1966); 283-86; K a th a r in e  T, Loesch,
"R esp o n se ,"  Q u a r te r ly  J o u rn a l  of Speech 52 (O ctober 1966); 286-89.
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Your a u th o r s  r e a c t  n e g a t i v e l y  to  such a  c o n te n t io n .
An o r a l  i n t e r p r e t e r  i s  an i n t e r p r e t a t i v e  a r t i s t ,  and , 
w i th in  the  l i m i t s  o f  e t h i c a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  and good 
s c h o l a r s h i p ,  he i s  e n t i t l e d  to  h i s  " i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . ”
(Many d i f f e r e n t  Hamlets have l e g i t i m a t e l y  been b ro u g h t  to  
l i f e  on th e  s t a g e . )  Ambiguity in  l i t e r a t u r e  can be r e ­
w ard ing , b u t  a d e l i b e r a t e  e f f o r t  to  re ad  w ith  s u f f i c i e n t  
in e x p r e s s iv e n e s s  t o  p r e s e r v e  am bigu ity  seems i n c o n s i s t e n t  
w ith  th e  communicative pu rpose  o f  th e  i n t e r p r e t a t i v e  a r t s  
(p . 403).
Thus they  su p p o r t  th e  view t h a t  each i n d i v i d u a l ' s  " i n t e r p r e t a t i o n "  
need n o t  t r a n s m i t  a l l  th e  m a n i fe s t  meanings o f  am bigu ity  in  p e r ­
form ance. Such an a t te m p t  to  p r e s e r v e  a b s o lu t e ly  th e  am b ig u i ty ,  
th ey  s a y ,  may re n d e r  th e  pe rfo rm ance  in e x p r e s s iv e .
OO
In  th e  most r e c e n t  r e v i s i o n  o f t h i s  t e x t ,  a l th o u g h  th e  d i s ­
c u ss io n  o f n a r r a t i v e  am bigu ity  r e g a r d in g  "One f o r  Yes" i s  v i r t u a l l y  
33th e  same, they  do, however, a l t e r  t h e i r  view o f  d is a m b ig u a t in g  
am b ig u ity  in  pe rfo rm ance . E a r l i e r  th ey  d id  n o t  r e c o g n iz e  th e  connec­
t i o n  between th e  rew ards o f  n a r r a t i v e  am bigu ity  and v e r b a l  am b ig u ity .
In  d i s c u s s in g  p o e t r y ,  they  s t a t e  t h a t  "The o r a l  r e a d e r  who does n o t  
p e rc e iv e  am b ig u i ty ,  o r  who chooses to  d i s r e g a r d  t h a t  e lem ent in  a poem, 
red u ces  i t s  m eanings, th e re b y  l e s s e n i n g  i t s  p o t e n t i a l  im pact on an 
a u d i e n c e . T h e y  th e n  go on to  d i s c u s s  th e  f e a s i b i l i t y  of 
communicating am b igu ity  t o  a u d ie n c e s :
^B ow en , A g g e r t t ,  and R ic k e r t ,
•^Compare A g g e r t t  and Bowen, p p .156-57 w ith  B ow en ,A ggertt , and 
R ic k e r t ,  pp. 148-49.
Q /
Bowen, A g g e r t t ,  and R ic k e r t ,  p .  366.
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The v a l i d  q u e s t io n  does a r i s e ,  how ever, abou t th e  
f e a s i b l i t y  o f  com m unicating ambiguous o r  o b scu re  mean­
in g s  to  a u d ie n c e s .  To e x p e c t  i n s t a n t  com m unicative su c c e ss  
w i th  l i t e r a t u r e  r e q u i r i n g  s e v e r a l  s i l e n t  r e a d in g s  f o r  
u n d e rs ta n d in g  seems u n r e a l i s t i c  a t  b e s t .  W ell ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  
t h a t  i s  a  f u n c t io n  o f  th e  i n t e r p r e t e r :  to  p robe  th e
d ep th s  o f  meaning and f in d  th e  means f o r  making p o s s ib l e  
a t  l e a s t  a p a r t i a l  u n d e rs ta n d in g  and a p p r e c i a t i o n  in  th e  
l i s t e n e r .  Good o r a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  can send th e  l i s t e n e r  
back t o  th e  w r i t t e n  poem w ith  an in c r e a s e d  c a p a c i ty  to  
u n d e rs tan d  and a p p r e c i a t e  i t ,  even when communication o f  
f u l l  meaning i s  im p o s s ib le .  The o r a l  i n t e r p r e t e r ’ s 
i n s i g h t s ,  en th u s ia sm , and in fo r m a t iv e  rem arks h o p e fu l ly  
le a d  t o  u n d e rs ta n d in g  and e v e n tu a l  a p p r e c i a t i o n  by th e  
a u d ie n c e .  The i n t e r p r e t e r ’s i n t r o d u c t i o n  to  th e  re a d in g  
of an obscu re  poem i s  e s p e c i a l l y  im p o r ta n t  p r e p a r a t i o n  
f o r  i n s i g h t f u l  r e a d in g .  And, o f  c o u r s e ,  we sh o u ld  n ev e r  
u n d e re s t im a te  th e  power o f  th e  e x p r e s s iv e  human v o ic e ,  
f a c e ,  and body to  communicate meanings t h a t  may n o t  be 
t r a n s p a r e n t .
T r a d i t i o n a l l y ,  th e  s p e a k e r  t r i e s  to  make c l e a r  th e  
meanings b eh in d  w ords. I f  meaning i s  ’’ambiguous" i n  th e  
w o rs t  s e n s e ,  i t  must be c l e a r e d  up f o r  th e  l i s t e n e r .  But 
am b igu ity  in  the  b e s t  s e n s e — th e  d e v ice  of s a y in g  more than  
one th in g  a t  once w i th  one s e t  o f  w ords— i s  to  be found in  
abundance i n  g r e a t  p o e t r y .  I t  i s  u n l ik e ly  t h a t  an o r a l  
i n t e r p r e t e r  w i l l  succeed  i n  communicating a t  once a l l  
th e  p o s s ib le  meanings t h a t  a s i l e n t  r e a d e r  may e v e n tu a l ly  
f in d  i n  th e  l i n e s  a f t e r  h o u rs  o f  s c r u t i n y .  Some a t te m p ts  
to  do so may r e s u l t ,  n o t  in  e x c i t i n g  m u l t i p l i c i t i e s  o f  
m eaning, b u t  i n  c o n fu s io n .  On th e  o th e r  hand , t h e r e  i s  
no excuse  f o r  d i l u t i n g  a complex poem i n t o  a s u p e r f i c i a l  
c l a r i t y .
W ell ,  th e n ,  how can an i n t e r p r e t e r  g ive  more than  
one meaning i n  th e  same u t t e r a n c e ?  T h is  i s  an easy  ques­
t i o n  to  answer i f  we r e t u r n  to  o u r  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  meaning 
as r e s p o n se .  The i n t e r p r e t e r  does n o t  g iv e  meanings b u t ,  
r a t h e r ,  e l i c i t s  re s p o n se s  (m eanings) from an a u d ien c e .
The s u c c e s s f u l  r e a d in g  o f t e n  p r e s e r v e s  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  
m u l t ip l e  meanings so t h a t  th e y  can be r e a l i z e d  by a t t e n ­
t i v e  l i s t e n e r s .  A d e l i b e r a t e l y  in e x p r e s s iv e  r e c i t a t i o n  
t h a t  a l lo w s  f o r  any meaning o r  meanings i s  i n c o n s i s t e n t  
w ith  th e  communicative p u rp o se s  o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  B ut, 
a  c o n t r o l l e d  perform ance  t h a t  i s  r e s p o n s iv e  to  s im u l ta n e ­
ous c o n n o ta t io n s  o f  id e a  and f e e l i n g  e n co u rag es  a s i m i l a r l y
OC
p ro d u c t iv e  am bigu ity  in  th e  l i s t e n e r ,  J
^B ow en , A g g e r t t ,  and R i c k e r t ,  pp. 366-67 .
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The book no lo n g e r  r e f l e c t s  th e  view t h a t  in e x p r e s s iv e n e s s  i s  th e  
on ly  way t o  p re s e rv e  a m b ig u ity  i n  p e rfo rm ance .
Of th e  te x tb o o k s  rev iew ed , C o b in 's  r e g a rd s  am b ig u ity  as  an 
e lem en t o f  s t y l e  which th e  i n t e r p r e t e r  can pe rfo rm  b u t  Cobin n o te s  
th e  d i f f i c u l t y  o f  p r e s e r v in g  am bigu ity ;
R egard ing  a m b ig u ity  as  an a s p e c t  o f  s t y l e ,  you have 
a s p e c i a l  problem . In  a s e n s e ,  i t  i s  e a s i e r  f o r  the  w r i t e r  
to  be ambiguous. In  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  you r speech  te n d s  to  
su g g es t  one meaning r a t h e r  th an  a n o th e r .  I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  
f o r  you t o  say  s e v e r a l  th in g s  a t  once . E x p erien ce  has i n ­
d i c a t e d  t h a t  s p e a k e rs  f in d  no d i f f i c u l t y  in  s a y in g  n o th in g  
o r  in  b e in g  vague; b u t  t h i s  i s  som eth ing  q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t .
Your i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  can s t r i v e  to  su g g e s t  more than  one 
meaning; o r  you may be fo rc e d  to  d e c id e  which o f  s e v e r a l  
meanings to  r e i n f o r c e .  Vagueness i s  s im ply  co n fu s io n  f o r  
th e  l i s t e n e r ,  how ever, and i s  to  be avo ided  (pp. 139-40) ,
He f a i l s  to  su g g es t  s p e c i f i c  ways i n  which th e  r e a d e r  may perfo rm
th e  a m b ig u i t ie s  w h ile  s im u l ta n e o u s ly  a v o id in g  l a p s i n g  i n t o  v agueness .
36R o lo f f ,  Smith and L inn , and Haas open ly  oppose d isam bigua­
t i o n  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  i n  p e rfo rm an ce .  In  a  d i s c u s s io n  o f  p o p u la r  l i t e r a ­
tu r e  and g r e a t  l i t e r a t u r e ,  R o lo f f  m a in ta in s :
P o p u la r  l i t e r a t u r e ,  p o p u la r  song , p o p u la r  t h e a t r e ,  and 
p o p u la r  e n te r ta in m e n t  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  c a p i t a l i z e  upon 
what a g r e a t  many p e o p le  can em path ize  w i th .  C o n v erse ly ,  
g en u in e ly  g re a t  l i t e r a t u r e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  poses  th e  
p o t e n t i a l i t i e s  o f  l i f e  most p ro fo u n d ly ,  i f  n o t  always most 
su b l im e ly .  P o p u la r  l i t e r a t u r e ,  by i t s  v e ry  n a t u r e ,  must 
have immediacy o f  im p a c t ,  o f  a c c e s s i b i l i t y — an easy  
a c c e s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  soon makes i t  grow p a le  and t i r e s o m e .
G reat l i t e r a t u r e ,  on th e  o th e r  hand , i s  r i c h l y  e v o c a t iv e  of 
growing l i f e ,  o f  an u n fo ld in g  l i f e ;  i t s  re a c h e s  a r e  never  
f u l l y  plumbed o r  e x h a u s te d .  For t h i s  re a so n  g r e a t  p e r f o r ­
mances o f  g r e a t  l i t e r a t u r e  a lm os t i n v a r i a b l y  r e s t o r e  the
•^Leland h . R o lo f f ,  The P e rc e p t io n  and E v o ca tio n  o f  L i t e r a t u r e  
(Glenview: S c o t t ,  Foresman and Company, 1973), p , 72,
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am bigu ity  o f  l i t e r a t u r e .  The pe rfo rm ances  a sk  a s  many 
q u e s t io n s  as  does th e  l i t e r a t u r e  i t s e l f ,  As th e  a u d i t o r /  
p e r c e iv e r  w atches i n t e r p r e t i v e  b e h a v io r  in  s p a c e ,  he may a t  
f i r s t  be p u zz led  o r  b e w i ld e re d ,  then  e x c i t e d ,  and f i n a l l y  
in v o lv e  d .
A d e f i n i t i v e  p e r fo rm an ce ,  i n  a d d i t io n  to  b e in g  b o u n t i ­
f u l l y  e v o c a t iv e  o f  th e  so u rce  m a t e r i a l ,  o f t e n  p ro v id e s  a 
b e h a v io r a l  p a r a l l e l ,  A s tu d e n t  a t  th e  age o f  e ig h te e n ,  
f o r  example, who a p p ro ach es  Hamlet o r  O phe lia  may— depend­
in g  upon the  range  o f h i s  o r  h e r  l i f e  e x p e r ie n c e s — inform  
th e s e  c h a r a c t e r s  s k i l l f u l l y ,  sometimes b e a u t i f u l l y ,  Ten 
y e a r s  l a t e r  th e s e  same s tu d e n t s  w i l l  approach  th e s e  ch a rac ­
t e r s  w ith  i n s i g h t s  and e x p e r ie n c e s  undreamed of e a r l i e r ;  
and a s  p e r fo rm ers  th ey  w i l l ,  i n  a l l  p r o b a b i l i t y ,  dem onstra te  
i n  t h e i r  p h y s i c a l  p re s e n c e s  p e n e t r a t i v e  i n t u i t i o n s  which 
w i l l  ambiguate t h e i r  pe rfo rm ances  and which w i l l  a lm ost 
s u r e ly  add more m ature  b e h a v io r a l  d im ens ions . Of c o u rs e ,  
a d e f i n i t i v e  perfo rm ance  i s  always a m ature  a c t ,  r e g a r d l e s s  
o f  th e  age o f  th e  p e r fo rm e r  (p , 72),
Smith and Linn a t  l e a s t  imply t h a t  th e  p e rfo rm er  should  r e t a i n
th e  am bigu ity  in  h i s  r e a d in g ;
By c a p i t a l i z i n g  upon th e  f a c t  t h a t  a word may be e q u iv o c a l— 
o r  b e t t e r ,  m u l t iv o c a l— a w r i t e r  can g r e a t l y  e n r i c h  a p a ss a g e ,  
and you w i l l  m iss much i f  you r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  r e s t r i c t s  each 
word to  a s i n g l e  meaning (p. 33).
However, they  make no s p e c i f i c  s u g g e s t io n s  re g a rd in g  th e  perform ance
i t s e l f .
Haas in  h i s  t e x t  on group perform ance  d i s c u s s e s  o b s c u r i t i e s  
i n  l i t e r a t u r e :
S u re ly ,  any e x p e r ie n c e d  p e rfo rm er  knows how o b s c u r i t i e s  
i n  l i t e r a t u r e  can be c l a r i f i e d  in  p e rfo rm an ce ,  as  w e l l  as 
how nuances and m u l t ip l e  meanings can be c r e a te d  by  p e r ­
formance. But t r y  a s  we may, some a s p e c t s  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  
s im ply  canno t be conveyed in  one s i t t i n g ,  That d o e s n ' t  
mean t h a t  we must avo id  complex l i t e r a t u r e  f o r  s im ple  
l i t e r a t u r e  t h a t  a p p ea rs  t o  be more e a s i l y  s ta g e d .  L e t ' s  
n o t  be s im ple-m inded . Some p ie c e s  appea r  more l i k e  p u z z le s ,  
and i t  t a k e s  tim e to  ab so rb  t h e i r  e n t i r e t y .  S u re ly  th e  
m a te r i a l s  to  be g ra sp ed  by th e  e a r  a re  somewhat l im i t e d  
by th e  v o cab u la ry  th e  e a r  i s  accustomed t o — a s m a l le r
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v o c a b u la ry  th an  th e  one p o s se sse d  by th e  e y e .  An o r a l  
perfo rm ance  d e n ie s  an aud ience  th e  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  p roceed  
a t  i t s  own p ace ;  and d en ied  t h a t  p r i v i l e g e ,  an au d ien ce  
may n o t  be a b le  to  a s s i m i l a t e  and a p p r e c i a t e  some s e l e c t i o n s , 
A dap ting  a p e rfo rm ance  t o  your a u d ie n c e 's  l i s t e n i n g  s k i l l s  
w i l l  c e r t a i n l y  a s s i s t  th e  communicative c l a r i t y  o f  your 
p r o d u c t io n ,  b u t  d o n ' t  e x p e c t  to  communicate e v e r y th in g  to  
everyone  in  one p ro d u c t io n !  T h an k fu lly  th e  t h e a t r e s  o f  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  do n o t  compete w i th  th e  s i l e n t  r e a d e r ,  who 
can read  a t  h i s  l e i s u r e ,  a t  h i s  own p a c e ,  and in  i s o l a t i o n ,  
w i th  tim e to  r e r e a d ,  p o n d e r ,  and even  u se  a  d i c t i o n a r y .
P eop le  who would n e v e r  read  E l i o t ' s  "The Waste Land" o f t e n  
make i t  a p o in t  t o  a t t e n d  a perform ance  o f th e  poem because  
th ey  know an e f f o r t  has  been made to  c l a r i f y  i t s  complex­
i t y .  S u re ly  the  a u d ien c e s  o f  Shakespearean  p r o d u c t io n s  
d o n ' t  spend t h e i r  ev en in g s  m u ll in g  over the  p l a y s — th e y ,  
to o ,  t r u s t  t o  th e  p ro d u c t io n  f o r  t h e i r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  and 
en joym ent. A udiences tend  to  e x p ec t  some sen se  of com­
m u n ic a t iv e  i n t e g r i t y  and w ise  d i r e c t o r s  guide t h e i r  
p ro d u c t io n s  tow ard an e v e n tu a l  p r e s e n t a t i o n a l  c l a r i t y  
(p . A.)
F u r th e r ,  i n  d i s c u s s in g  th e  o r a l  d im ension  o f  r e a d e r s  t h e a t r e  p e r ­
fo rm ances, Haas p o i n t s  ou t t h a t  i n  any perform ance  o f  l i t e r a t u r e ,  
some l o s s e s  o f  meaning must i n e v i t a b l y  o ccu r :
No one can c o m p le te ly  p e rc e iv e  th e  o r a l  dim ension o f  p r i n t e d  
l i t e r a t u r e .  But respond  we m ust,  f o r  no o th e r  reaso n  th a n  to  
u n d e rs tan d  o n e 's  p o in t  o f  d e p a r tu r e ;  and , a s  W allace Bacon 
would have i t ,  o n e 's  p o in t  o f  r e t u r n .
A l l  o f  us i n  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  fo n d ly  e x t o l  th e  v i r t u e s  
o f  th e  o r a l  d im en s io n , th e  g a in s  we e x a c t  in  th e  p e r f o r ­
mance o f  l i t e r a t u r e . But we concede some i n e v i t a b l e  l o s s e s .  . . • 
W r i t te n  language  can p o s s e s s  d im ensions  of m u l t ip l e  
meaning t h a t  a re  e a s i l y  l o s t  i n  o r a l  p e rfo rm an ce .  And 
w h ile  a s s e r t i o n s  abound t h a t  th e  v o ic e  can avo id  th e  l o s s  
o f  i n t e n t i o n a l  a m b ig u i t i e s ,  i t  i s  a l s o  c l e a r  t h a t  on ly  one 
meaning can be perfo rm ed  a t  one t im e . And a l th o u g h  a u d i ­
ences  and p e r fo rm e rs  a l i k e  know t h a t  m u l t i p l e  meanings can 
be evoked i n  l i s t e n e r s  becau se  o f  th e  one meaning s e l e c t e d  
to  be p e rfo rm ed , th e  n a tu r e  o f  m u l t i p l e  meanings in  s i l e n t  
r e a d in g  i s  p ro b a b ly  more s im u lta n eo u s  in  e f f e c t  th a n  th e  
n a tu r e  o f  m u l t ip l e  meanings i n  p e rfo rm an ce , And th e  d i f f e r ­
ence i s  n o t ,  as  we o f t e n  t h i n k ,  s o l e l y  a m a t t e r  o f  pe rfo rm ance; 
i t  d i s t i n c t l y  in c lu d e s  th e  c a p a c i t i e s  o f  l i s t e n i n g  to o .  . • •
But b e fo re  perform ance seems in c a p a b le  o f  m u l t i p l e  m eanings, 
l e t ' s  change focus  and a s s u re  you t h a t  l i t e r a t u r e  i s  f i l l e d
w ith  p o t e n t i a l s  f o r  s u b - t e x t u a l  meanings and a r t i s t i c  
a m b ig u i t ie s  t h a t  on ly  th e  e a r  can p e rc e iv e  and on ly  th e  
v o ice  and body can convey (pp, 1 2 -1 3 ) ,
Because our g oa l in  perform ance  i s  to  " f u l f i l l  th e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s
o f  o r a l i z a t i o n  evoked by th e  l i t e r a t u r e  we c h o o se ,"  (p , 1 3 ) ,  Haas
says  ou r  perform ance must in c lu d e  " v o c a l  i n f l e c t i o n s  and b o d i ly
a t t i t u d e s  . . . t h a t  th e  c a s u a l  r e a d in g  of words may n o t  make c l e a r
o r  s u f f i c i e n t l y  s u b t l e  in  meaning" (p . 1 3 ) .  However, he does not
c l a r i f y  o r  e l a b o r a t e  on th e  s ta t e m e n t .
C le a r ly  s c h o la r s  have l a r g e l y  ig n o re d  n a r r a t i v e  am b ig u ity .
To d a t e ,  on ly  two s t u d i e s  e x i s t  which d e a l  e x c lu s iv e ly  w ith  n a r r a t i v e  
37am b ig u ity .  T hese, how ever, a re  ou t o f  th e  f i e l d  o f  o r a l  i n t e r p r e ­
t a t i o n  and a re  th u s  l im i t e d  i n  scope  in  term s o f  im p l i c a t io n s  f o r  th e  
perform ance  o f  n a r r a t i v e  l i t e r a t u r e .  One u n p u b lish ed  s tu d y  i n  th e
f i e l d  o f  speech  communication th e o ry  by E rn e s t  J ,  P a r k in ,  J r .  examines
38l i t e r a r y  am bigu ity  in  th e  sen se  o f  m u l t i p l e  m eanings. His d i s s e r ­
t a t i o n ,  however, was n o t  concerned  w i th  th e  perfo rm ance  o f  l i t e r a t u r e .  
I n s t e a d ,  he a s s e r t e d  t h a t  s c h o la r s  co u ld  improve t h e i r  o v e r a l l  under­
s ta n d in g  o f  am b ig u ity  by combining l i t e r a r y  e v a lu a t io n  o f  am bigu ity  
and communication th e o ry  e v a l u a t i o n .
Summary
N a r r a t iv e  a m b ig u ity  f u n c t io n s  a s  an i n t e g r a l  e lem en t o f  much 
o f t o d a y 's  l i t e r a t u r e ,  Though i t  o v e r la p s  w i th  l i n g u i s t i c  am bigu ity
^ R a l f  Norrman, "T echn iques  of Ambiguity in  th e  F i c t i o n  o f  Henry 
Jam es ,"  Acta Academia A b o e n s is , Hum aniora, s e r .  A, 53 (1977); 1-197; 
Shlom ith  Rimmon, The Concept o f  Am biguity— th e  Example o f  James. (Chicago 
U n iv e r s i ty  of Chicago P r e s s ,  1977 ).
3®Ernest J .  P a rk in ,  J r . / 'A m b i g u i t y  i n  L i t e r a r y  and Communication 
T heory ."  Ph.D. d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  R e n s s e la e r  P o ly te c h n ic  I n s t i t u t e ,  1974.
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in  term s o f th e  re sp o n se s  i t  f o s t e r s  i n  th e  r e a d e r ,  i t  u l t i m a t e l y  
functions i n  a unique manner. A rev iew  of p a s t  and p r e s e n t  l i t e r a ­
tu r e  i n  the  f i e l d  o f  o r a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  r e v e a l s  l i t t l e  in fo rm a t io n  
o f  s i g n i f i c a n c e  d e a l in g  w i th  n a r r a t i v e  am b ig u ity .  Most d i s c u s s io n s  
fo cu s  on sem an tic  am b igu ity  in  t r a d i t i o n a l  ways. A lthough s c h o la r s  
more o f t e n  than  n o t  n e g le c t  t h i s  concep t i n  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  th e  f i e l d  
o f  th e  perform ance o f l i t e r a t u r e ,  i t  n e v e r th e l e s s  rem ains im p o r tan t  
because  o f  i t s  f o s t e r i n g  o f  m utual c r e a t i o n  o f  t e x t  by r e a d e r  and 
a u th o r .  C e r t a i n ly ,  t h i s  phenomenon has s t r i k i n g  resem blence  to  what 
can occu r  in  th e  p e r fo rm e r -a u d ie n c e  p ro c e s s  o f p e r fo rm in g  l i t e r a t u r e ,  
and as a r e s u l t ,  p e r fo rm ers  shou ld  g ive th e  concep t a t t e n t i o n .
The n ex t  c h a p te r  w i l l  fo cu s  on a d i s c u s s io n  o f  s p e c i f i c  
d ev ice s  used to  c r e a te  am b ig u ity  in  n a r r a t i v e  l i t e r a t u r e .  C hapter V 
w i l l  c o n s id e r  th e  ways in  which perform ance  can p r e s e r v e  and f e a tu r e  
n a r r a t i v e  am b ig u ity . The f i n a l  two c h a p te r s  w i l l  th en  focus  on the  
works o f  John Hawkes as  they  p ro v id e  examples o f  n a r r a t i v e  am bigu ity  
and th e  ways i n  which perfo rm ance  can f e a t u r e  th o se  exam ples o f  
am b ig u ity .
CHAPTER IV
DEVICES OF NARRATIVE AMBIGUITY
A lthough s i m i l a r  to  th e  sem an tic  k in d ,  n a r r a t i v e  am bigu ity
o p e ra te s  i n  a un ique  manner w i th in  th e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e .
I d e a l l y ,  we sh o u ld  b a se  any t h e o r i e s  r e g a r d in g  n a r r a t i v e  am bigu ity
on u n i v e r s a l l y  re c o g n iz e d  t h e o r i e s  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  form . But as
Rimmon p o in t s  o u t  no such  t h e o r i e s  r e g a r d in g  th e  n a r r a t i v e  e x i s t ;
R esearch  i n t o  th e  n a tu r e  o f  n a r r a t i v e  o r  o f  th e  l i t e r a r y  
t e x t  i n  g e n e r a l  i s  r e l a t i v e l y  young and has  n o t  y e t  reach ed  
c o n c lu s iv e  r e s u l t s .  There e x i s t s ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  no u n i f i e d  
body of d e f i n i t i o n s  and d i s t i n c t i o n s  on which we can  b a se  
a  d em arca tio n  o f t h e  components o f  n a r r a t i v e  a m b ig u i ty .^
Of th e  two e x i s t i n g  s t u d i e s  concerned  s o l e l y  w i th  n a r r a t i v e
a m b ig u ity ,  Rimmon's draws from th e  t h e o r i e s  o f  th e  French and R u ss ian
s c h o o ls  o f  S t r u c t u r a l i s m  and Form alism  in  o r d e r  to  have c o n s i s t e n t
O
u n i t s  amenable to  a n a l y s i s  o f  a m b ig u i ty .  The o th e r  s tu d y  d e a l s  
s p e c i f i c a l l y  w i th  am bigu ity  i n  th e  l a t e r  works o f  Henry James and 
draws from no p a r t i c u l a r  th e o ry  o f  l i t e r a t u r e .  I n s t e a d ,  a u th o r  R a lf  
Norrman examines s p e c i f i c  Jam esian  " d e v ic e s  o f  a m b ig u ity "  i n  hopes t h a t  
h i s  s tu d y  "o f  a m b ig u ity  i n  an i n d i v i d u a l  a u th o r  may p e rh ap s  a l s o
^S hlom ith  Rimmon, The Concept o f  A m biguity— th e  Example o f  
James (C hicago: U n iv e r s i ty  o f  Chicago P r e s s ,  1 9 7 7 ) ,  pp. 27 -28 .
2
See p r e f a c e  i n  Rimmon.
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c o n t r i b u t e  som eth ing  to  o n e ’s u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  th e  n a tu r e  and fu n c t io n
3
o f  l i t e r a r y  am b ig u ity  i n  g e n e r a l . "  The p r e s e n t  s tu d y  w i l l  a s s e r t  i t s  
own t h e o r i e s  r e g a r d in g  a m b ig u i ty - c r e a t in g  d e v ic e s ,  n o t  i n c o n s i s t e n t  
w i th ,  b u t  l e s s  e l a b o r a t e  th a n  th e s e  two c i t e d  s t u d i e s ,  We w i l l  focus 
on p ro se  f i c t i o n ,  an d , f o r  th e  most p a r t ,  ig n o re  drama, s in c e  th e  two 
gen res  have many d i f f e r e n t  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  n o ta b ly  th e  absence  
of  p o in t  o f  view  in  drama, an im p o r ta n t  so u rc e  o f  n a r r a t i v e  am b ig u ity .  
In  fo c u s in g  on p ro s e  f i c t i o n  we can th e re b y  c o n c e n t r a te  on e lem ents  
n e c e s sa ry  to  u n d e rs tan d  and pe rfo rm  th e  work.
T r a d i t i o n a l l y ,  s c h o la r s  approach  th e  n a r r a t i v e  in  term s of 
l a r g e  u n i t s  o f  a n a l y s i s — p l o t ,  c h a r a c t e r ,  s e t t i n g , a n d  p o in t  o f  
v iew . We may s i m i l a r l y  examine d e v ic e s  o f  n a r r a t i v e  am bigu ity  in  
th e s e  te rm s . We w i l l  d i s c u s s  sem an tic  am bigu ity  on ly  as  i t  c o n t r i ­
b u te s  t o  c r e a t i n g  n a r r a t i v e  a m b ig u i ty .  A lthough most s t u d ie s  
r e g a r d in g  a m b ig u i ty - c r e a t in g  d e v ic e s  grow o u t  o f  d i s c u s s io n s  o f
4
Henry Jam es, Herman M e lv i l l e  and o th e r  more t r a d i t i o n a l  a u th o r s ,  
we w i l l  l e a r n  in  C hap ters  VI and VII t h a t  th e  p r i n c i p l e s  and methods 
d e l i n e a t e d  in  t h i s  c h a p te r  app ly  to  o th e r  w r i t e r s  a s  w e l l ,  i n  p a r t i c u ­
l a r  to  the  works o f  John Hawkes. T h e re fo re ,  th e  subsequen t p o r t i o n  
o f  t h i s  c h a p te r  w i l l  d e l i n e a t e  and examine s p e c i a l  ty p es  o f  n a r r a t i v e  
w i th in  which a m b ig u i ty - c r e a t i n g  d e v ic e s  can f u n c t i o n ,  s p e c i f i c  d ev ice s
3
R a lf  Norrman, "T echn iques  o f  Ambiguity i n  th e  F i c t i o n  o f  Henry 
Jam es ,"  Acta Academiae A b p e n s is , Hum aniora, s e r .  A, 54 (1977) 12. 
O bv ious ly , t h i s  s tu d y  s u p p o r t s  h i s  s t a t e m e n t ,
^See com plete b i b l i o g r a p h i e s  i n  Rimmon and Norrman,
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o f  n a r r a t i v e  am b ig u i ty ,  and th e  ways i n  which th e s e  d e v ic e s  fu n c t io n  
w i th in  and emanate from p l o t ,  c h a r a c t e r ,  s e t t i n g ,  and p o in t  o f  v iew .^
D evices o f  th e  ’’I n v e r te d  S to ry "
Rimmon i d e n t i f i e s  th e  in v e r t e d  s tory** which o f f e r s  a b a s ic  
n a r r a t i v e  s t r u c t u r e  which encourages  us to  i n t e r p r e t  th e  s to r y  one 
way u n t i l  a s u r p r i s e  en d in g  r e v e a l s  s t a r t l i n g  in fo rm a t io n  t h a t  com­
p e l s  us to  r e v e r t  to  e a r l i e r  p a r t s  o f  th e  s t o r y  and r e i n t e r p r e t  them 
i n  l i g h t  o f  t h i s  new in f o r m a t io n .  The in v e r t e d  s t o r y  u t i l i z e s  n a r r a ­
t i v e  d e v ic e s  s i m i l a r  to  th o se  used  to  c r e a t e  a m b ig u ity .  In  th e  
i n v e r t e d  s t o r y  th e  r e a l  meaning, which comes on ly  a t  th e  end o f th e  
n a r r a t i v e ,  c a n c e ls  o u t  th e  i n i t i a l  meaning th e  r e a d e r  a t t r i b u t e d  to  
th e  s t o r y .  I t  i s  th u s  n o t  ambiguous i n  and o f  i t s e l f ,  f o r  i n  a t r u l y  
ambiguous n a r r a t i v e ,  the  r e a d e r  fa c e s  two s im u l ta n e o u s ly  c o e x i s t i n g  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s ,  n o t  a new one o v e r r i d i n g  an o ld .  N e v e r th e le s s ,  th e  
i n v e r t e d  s t o r y  cau ses  r e t r o s p e c t i o n  on th e  p a r t  o f  th e  r e a d e r ,  j u s t  
as  do some ambiguous n a r r a t i v e s .  In  Thomas T ryon’s no v e l  The O ther 
f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  th e  r e a d e r  r e c o g n iz e s  th e  u n r e l i a b i l i t y  o f  th e  n a r r a t o r  
o n ly  a t  the  end o f  th e  n o v e l  and then  must r e t r o s p e c t i v e l y  re c o n ­
s t r u c t  h i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  so  t h a t  i t  w i l l  be co m p a tib le  w ith  t h i s  
new in fo r m a t io n .  Every e lem en t o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  ta k e s  on d i f f e r e n t  
p e r s p e c t iv e  b ecau se  we now s u s p e c t  u n r e l i a b i l i t y .  I f  th e  in v e r t e d  
s t o r y  a l s o  happens to  be am biguous, th e  s t r u c t u r e  i n f l u e n c e s  th e
■*0f c o u r s e ,  th e s e  d e v ic e s  do n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  g e n e ra te  am b ig u ity ,  
b u t  we s t i l l  need to  c o n s id e r  a l l  d e v ic e s  a v a i l a b l e  to  th e  a u th o r .
^Rimmon, pp. 81-83 .
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am biguity  because  i t  f o r c e s  th e  r e a d e r  t o  reexam ine h i s  i n i t i a l  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i n  l i g h t  o f  th e  r e v e l a t o r y  in fo rm a t io n  p re s e n te d  
a t  th e  s t o r y ’ s end.
The te c h n iq u e s  used  to  c r e a t e  th e  i n v e r t e d  s to r y  a r e  s i m i l a r  
t o  d e v ic e s  used i n  c r e a t i n g  am b ig u i ty .  As a r e s u l t ,  we need to  exam­
in e  th e  s p e c i f i c  m a ch in a tio n s  o f  th e  i n v e r t e d  s t o r y .  G e n e ra l ly ,  we 
e s t a b l i s h  th e  d e f in in g  p r o p e r t i e s  o f  th e  i n v e r t e d  s to r y  a s :
1. The s e q u e l  o r  end o f  th e  i n v e r t e d  s t o r y  c a n c e ls  ou t th e  
meaning th e  r e a d e r  i n i t i a l l y  a t t a c h e d  to  th e  s t o r y .
2 . The s t o r y ' s  im p l i c a t io n s  as  r e v e a le d  by th e  end ing  o p e r ­
a t e  i n  com plete o p p o s i t io n  to  th e  s t o r y ' s  i n i t i a l  o v e r t l y  s t a t e d  
meaning.
3. The s to r y  a c t i v e l y  d e c e iv e s  th e  r e a d e r  th rough  m anipu la­
t i o n  o f  r h e t o r i c a l  d e v ic e s  and we can  p o in t  to  th e s e  d e v ic e s  t h a t  
m is lead  th e  r e a d e r .
4. The a u th o r  s u b t ly  h i n t s  a t  the  r e a l  s u b je c t  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  
from th e  o u t s e t .
5. The in v e r s io n  which o c cu rs  fu n c t io n s  a t  th e  l e v e l  o f  
d i s c o u r s e  and th u s  o rg a n iz e s  th e  c o m p o s i t io n a l  e lem en ts  o f  the  e n t i r e  
n a r r a t i v e . ^
Though th e  i n v e r t e d  s to r y  may be ambiguous (as  in  th e  case  o f  
Henry Ja m e s 's  "The Lesson o f  th e  M a s te r " ) ,  i t  does n o t  have to  be ,
^Rimmon, pp. 81-82 , See below pp. 127-28 f o r  a d i s c u s s io n  of 
d i s c o u r s e .
The r e a l  d i f f e r e n c e  betw een an ambiguous i n v e r t e d  s to r y  and a  non- 
ambiguous one a r i s e s  from t h e  f a c t  t h a t  in  th e  fo rm er ,  a  second 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  sudden ly  a r i s e s  a t  th e  s t o r y ' s  en d , w hereas in  th e  
l a t t e r ,  th e  r e v e l a t o r y  scen e  p o s t u l a t e s  a second i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  which 
co m p le te ly  o v e r r id e s  th e  f i r s t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  In  t r u e  am b ig u ity ,  
bo th  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  must c o e x i s t  and p re c lu d e  ch o ice  o f  a " c o r r e c t "  
one. But beyond t h i s  m ajor d i f f e r e n c e ,  th e  non-ambiguous i n v e r t e d  
s t o r y  s t i l l  e x p l o i t s  t e c h n iq u e s  f r e q u e n t ly  used to  c r e a t e  an ambi­
guous s t o r y .  P r o p e r t i e s  two th rough  fo u r  above a re  a l l  d e v ic e s  t h a t  
th e  w r i t e r  may a c t i v e l y  employ i n  th e  t r u l y  ambiguous n a r r a t i v e .  F i r s t ,  
th e  w r i t e r  must in c lu d e  th e  germ o f  th e  second i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  in  th e  
s t o r y ,  w he ther c o v e r t ly  o r  o v e r t l y ,  from th e  b e g in n in g .  I f  we exam­
in e  Jam e s 's  "The Lesson o f th e  M aster"  we se e  t h a t  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  
t h a t  S t .  George d e c e iv e s  P au l  in  o rd e r  to  marry Miss Fancourt appea rs  
e a r ly  i n  th e  s t o r y ,  a l th o u g h  we do n o t  a c t i v e l y  r e a l i z e  i t  u n t i l  the  
end. F u r th e r ,  t h i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  t h a t  a r i s e s  on ly  a t  th e  s t o r y ' s  
end c o n t r a d i c t s  our i n i t i a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  Both th e s e  i n t e r p r e t a ­
t i o n s  m u tu a l ly  exc lu d e  each  o t h e r ,  and i f  we c a r e f u l l y  examine the  
s t o r y ,  we can f in d  c lu e s  which s u p p o r t  b o th  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  th roughou t 
and th u s  s u s t a i n  th e  am bigu ity  to  th e  end . Even a t  th e  s t o r y ' s  end 
we canno t be s u re  which i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  c o r r e c t .  These d ev ice s  o f  
th e  i n v e r t e d  s t o r y ,  th e n ,  may a l s o  c r e a t e  a m b ig u ity .
This ty p e  o f n a r r a t i v e  i s  c lo s e l y  a k in  to  a type  o f  i r o n i c  
s t o r y  t h a t  Wayne Booth d i s c u s s e s .  Booth con tends  t h a t  am bigu ity  
( u n i n t e n t i o n a l )  may r e s u l t  i n  a s t o r y  when a la c k  o f  adequa te  w arn ing
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e x i s t s  t h a t  i ro n y  i s  o p e r a t i n g .  I t  i s  im p o r ta n t  once a g a in  to  r e a l i z e  
t h a t  a l th o u g h  i ro n y  may cause  am b ig u i ty ,  i t  i s  n o t  i t s e l f  am b ig u ity ,  
s i n c e  i n  an i r o n i c  s t o r y  two n a r r a t i v e s  e x i s t  s im u l ta n e o u s ly  in  
o p p o s i t io n  to  each o th e r — one o v e r t l y  s t a t e d  and th e  o th e r  c o v e r t ly  
im p l ie d .  But u l t i m a t e l y  w i th  i ro n y  th e  r e a d e r  fa c e s  no problem in  
d e c id in g  which v e r s io n  i s  " c o r r e c t "  i f  th e  i r o n i c  e lem ent i s  c l e a r .
The r e v e r s a l  scene  and th e  r e t r o s p e c t i v e  p a t t e r n i n g  o f  th e  
p a r t s  p re c e d in g  i t  com prise  the  two main e lem en ts  o f  th e  in v e r t e d  
s t o r y .  The r e v e r s a l  scen e  a c t u a l l y  in t r o d u c e s  th e  " t w i s t "  in  th e  s to r y  
t h a t  f i n a l l y  f o r c e s  th e  r e a d e r  to  r e a l i z e  th e  i n c o r r e c t n e s s  o f  h i s  
i n i t i a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  In r e t r o s p e c t i v e  p a t t e r n i n g ,  the  c lu e s  p r i o r
Q
to  th e  r e v e r s a l  scene  seem to  i n d i c a t e  one s p e c i f i c  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .
In  r e a l i t y ,  though , th e s e  c lu e s  can be s im u l ta n e o u s ly  " re a d "  i n  
a n o th e r  way, th e  way w hich  s u p p o r ts  th e  new i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ;  t h i s  can 
o c c u r ,  however, on ly  a f t e r  ou r  exp o su re  to  th e  new in fo rm a t io n  p ro ­
v id ed  i n  th e  r e v e r s a l  s c e n e .  T ry o n 's  The O ther i s  a non-ambiguous 
i n v e r t e d  s t o r y .
In  a t r u e  i n v e r t e d  s t o r y ,  any a m b ig u ity  i s  m erely  tem porary  and 
u l t i m a t e l y  r e s o lv e d  once we reach  th e  r e v e r s a l  s c e n e .  I f  th e  s to r y  
were ambiguous in  a d i s j u n c t i v e  m anner, th e  c o n f l i c t i n g  i n t e r p r e t a ­
t i o n s  would c o n t in u e  to  p u z z le  us b ecau se  we would n o t  be a b le  to  t e l l  
which i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  c o r r e c t ,  With th e  in v e r t e d  s t o r y ,  our aim in
®Wayne C. Booth, The R h e to r ic  o f  F i c t i o n  (C hicago: U n iv e r s i ty
o f Chicago P r e s s ,  1961), p .  316.
gRimmon, p. 87.
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r e r e a d i n g  th e  r e t r o s p e c t i v e  p a t t e r n i n g  o f c lu e s  p r i o r  to  th e  r e v e r s a l  
scen e  i s  "a  p r o j e c t i o n  o f  th e  r e v e r s a l  on to  th e  r e s t  o f  th e  s to r y  
and a c o r r e c t i o n  o f  our i n i t i a l  e r ro n eo u s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  in  i t s  
l i g h t . W i t h  th e  u n re so lv ed  ambiguous n a r r a t i v e ,  our hope o f s o lv in g  
th e  am b ig u ity  m o t iv a te s  ou r  r e t r o s p e c t i v e  p e r u s a l  o f  s e a rc h in g  f o r  c lu e s  
which w ould, a c c o rd in g  t o  Rimmon, " tu r n  th e  s c a l e s  i n  fa v o r  of one 
o f  th e  m u tu a lly  e x c lu s iv e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s "  (p . 8 7 ) .  Thus th e  r e t r o ­
s p e c t i v e l y  ambiguous n a r r a t i v e  r e l a t e s  to  th e  i n v e r t e d  s t o r y ;  the  
d i f f e r e n c e  between them r e s t s  i n  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  the  am bigu ity  in  th e  
in v e r t e d  s t o r y  r i s e s  and i s  d i s p e l l e d  w ith  th e  r e v e r s a l  s c e n e ,  w hereas 
th e  ambiguous r e t r o s p e c t i v e  s t o r y  r e t a i n s  th e  am b ig u ity .
P r o s p e c t iv e  Arrangement o f  Ambiguity 
P r o s p e c t iv e  a m b ig u i ty ,  a w e l l - d e f in e d  te c h n iq u e  employed in  
many ambiguous n a r r a t i v e s ,  fo r c e s  a r e a d e r  to  s e a rc h  f o r  c lu e s  of 
r e s o l u t i o n  from th e  b e g in n in g .  U n like  r e t r o s p e c t i v e  a m b ig u i ty ,  which 
a l lo w s  t h i s  s e a rc h  on ly  as  a r e s u l t  o f  th e  r e v e r s a l  s c e n e ,  a p ro -  
s p e c t i v e l y  ambiguous n a r r a t i v e  r e v e a l s  a gap q u i t e  e a r l y  i n  th e  s t o r y  
w i th  th e  r e s t  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  an a t te m p t  to  f i l l  i n  th e  m is s in g  
i n f o r m a t io n . " ^  John Hawkes's T ra v e s ty  e x e m p l i f i e s  p r o s p e c t iv e  ambi­
g u i ty .  In  t h i s  d ra m a tic  m onologue, we im m edia te ly  e n c o u n te r  a f i r s t -  
p e rso n  n a r r a t o r  who c la im s  to  be d r iv i n g  h im s e l f ,  h i s  d a u g h te r ,  and 
h i s  b e s t  f r i e n d  to  t h e i r  d e a th s .  The su sp en se  a r i s e s  as a r e s u l t  o f
■^Rimmon, p . 87. 
^Rim m on, p . 95.
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th e  p o t e n t i a l  a m b ig u ity  as  t o  w h e th e r  o r  n o t  th e  c a r  w i l l  c r a s h .
The t e x t  in t r o d u c e s  o th e r  a m b ig u i t ie s  which i n t e n s i f y  t h i s  m ajor one 
( i n c lu d in g  th e  n a r r a t o r ' s  r e l i a b i l i t y  and w he ther  o r  n o t  two o th e r  
p e o p le  a re  a c t u a l l y  i n  th e  c a r ,  o r  even i f  t h e r e  i s  a c a r  a t  a l l ) .
This am bigu ity  c o n f ro n ts  us a t  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  th e  nove l w i th  the  
rem a in d er  o f  th e  work p r o v id in g  c lu e s  to  s u p p o r t  o r  r e j e c t  t h i s  am­
b i g u i t y .  We a n t i c i p a t e  and s e a rc h  f o r  c lu e s  b ecau se  they  a re  
p r o s p e c t iv e ly  a r ra n g e d .  In  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  n o v e l ,  th e  am bigu ity  
rem ains because  th e  n o v e l  ends b e f o r e  th e  c a r  c r a s h e s .
One type  o f  ambiguous n a r r a t i v e  which uses  p ro s p e c t iv e  p a t t e r n ­
in g  o f  c lu e s  i s  th e  enigma n a r r a t i v e , a g e n e r a l  te rm  encom passing 
d e t e c t i v e  s t o r i e s  and m y s te r i e s .  In  th e  enigma n a r r a t i v e  th e  ambi­
g u i ty  in  most c a se s  i s  u l t i m a t e l y  r e s o lv e d  as  i t  i s  i n  many i n v e r t e d  
s t o r i e s .  Y e t ,  because  o f  th e  e a r l y  i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f  a gap and o th e r  
c lu e s  i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e ,  e v e ry  c lu e  t h a t  a r i s e s  l e a d s  to  and s u p p o r ts  
e i t h e r  tem porary  o r  perm anent a m b ig u i ty :
The a p p a r e n t ly  random p a r a p h e r n a l i a  o f  th e  m ystery  
can a l l  be r e l a t e d  i f  on ly  we have th e  key . The 
form o f th e  d e t e c t i v e  o r  spy s to r y  works tow ards 
th e  r e v e l a t i o n  o f  t h a t  e s s e n t i a l  l i n k i n g  c lu e .
But i n  o r d e r  to  fo l lo w  th e  n a r r a t i v e  a t  a l l ,  we 
have to  ta k e  i t  on t r u s t  t h a t  some t r a n s c e n d e n t  
l o g i c  o f e v e n ts  does e x i s t , ^
F u r t h e r ,  a fundam enta l r u l e  o f  bo th  th e  enigma n a r r a t i v e  and the
in v e r t e d  s t o r y  i s  t h a t  th e  germ of th e  r e s o l u t i o n  must e x i s t  i n  th e
Jo n a th an  Raban, The Technique of Modern F i c t i o n ; E ssays  in  
P r a c t i c a l  C r i t i c i s m  (N otre  Dame; U n iv e r s i ty  o f  N otre  Dame P r e s s ,
1969), p . 67.
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s t o r y  from th e  b e g in n in g .  We can see  a r e l a t i o n s h i p  between enigma 
s t o r i e s  and d i s j u n c t i v e l y  ambiguous n a r r a t i v e s .  D i s ju n c t iv e ly  ambi­
guous works i n e v i t a b l y  c r e a t e  a  c e n t r a l  p u z z le  which rem ains  u n so lved , 
n o t  because  th e  t e x t  p ro v id e s  no answ er, b u t  because  i t  p ro v id e s  two 
e q u a l ly  t e n a b l e  answ ers . A ccording  to  Rimmon,’’S ea rch in g  f o r  a 
s o l u t i o n ,  th e  r e a d e r  g ropes  f o r  c lu e s  and r e a l i z e s  t h a t  th ey  b a lan ce  
each o th e r  in  th e  dead lo ck  o f  o p p o s i t io n "  (p . 4 5 ) .  F u r th e r ,  some 
o f  Hawkes's works show t h a t  th e  dead lock  of o p p o s i t io n  may a l s o  r e s u l t  
from a, la ck  o f  any s u p p o r t in g  c lu e s .
The b e s t  example o f  a s t o r y  which combines p r o s p e c t iv e  and
i n t r o s p e c t i v e  d e v ic e s  and r e t a i n s  i t s  am b ig u ity  i s  Jam es’s The Turn 
13of the  Screw. A lthough p r o s p e c t iv e  am b igu ity  acco u n ts  f o r  th e  bu lk
o f  th e  s t o r y ,  (as  we know from th e  o u t s e t  t h a t  t h i s  i s  a k in d  of 
"g h o s t  s t o r y " ) ,  we may r e g a r d  s ta t e m e n ts  abou t th e  g o v e r n e s s 's  
c h a r a c t e r  and r e l i a b i l i t y  as r e t r o s p e c t i v e  c l u e s .  Our s u s p ic io n  of 
h e r  r e l i a b i l i t y  does n o t  f u l l y  peak u n t i l  t h e  end. The p a t t e r n i n g  
and m a n ip u la t io n  o f  c lu e s  w i th in  th e  s t o r y  fo r c e  th e  r e a d e r  to  see  
c o n f l i c t i n g  a c c o u n ts .  And though th e  end "p ro m ise s"  some k in d  of 
r e s o l u t i o n ,  t h a t  r e s o l u t i o n  n e v e r  comes.
Devices o f  th e  " F a n t a s t i c  S to r y "
The Turn of the  Screw i s  a c t u a l l y  a k in d  o f  s t o r y  T zvetan  
Todorov has  i d e n t i f i e d  as  t h e  f a n t a s t i c — a s t o r y  which u ses  e lem en ts
■^Rimmon, p. 125.
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of n a r r a t i v e  am bigu ity  i n  a p a r t i c u l a r i z e d  m anner ."^  This  ty p e  o f  
n a r r a t i v e  p r e s e n t s  us w i th  e v e n ts  which seem u n e x p la in a b le  by n a t u r a l  
law s. We know, f o r  exam ple, t h a t  g h o s ts  do n o t  e x i s t  in  r e a l  l i f e ,
and y e t  we a r e  asked  to  " b e l i e v e ” in  them in  o r d e r  to  see  one i n t e r p r e ­
t a t i o n  o f  The Turn o f  th e  Screw. A ccord ing  to  Todorov, th e  c h a r a c t e r  
w i th in  th e  f a n t a s t i c  s t o r y  must c o n s id e r  t h a t :
. . . e i t h e r  he i s  th e  v i c t im  o f  an i l l u s i o n  o f 
th e  s e n s e , o f  a p ro d u c t  o f  th e  im a g in a t io n — and
th e  laws o f  th e  w orld  then  rem ain what they  a r e ;
o r  e l s e  th e  e v en t  has  in d eed  taken  p l a c e ,  i t  i s  
an i n t e g r a l  p a r t  o f  r e a l i t y — b u t  th e n  t h i s  r e a l i t y  
i s  c o n t r o l l e d  by laws unknown t o  u s .  E i t h e r  th e  
d e v i l  i s  an i l l u s i o n ,  an im ag ina ry  b e in g ;  o r  e l s e  
he r e a l l y  e x i s t s ,  p r e c i s e l y  l i k e  o th e r  l i v i n g  
b e in g s —w ith  t h i s  r e s e r v a t i o n ,  t h a t  we en co u n te r  
him in f r e q u e n t l y  (p . 2 5 ) .
Thus th e  f a n t a s t i c  p r e s e n t s  us w i th  a " h e s i t a t i o n "  ex p e r ien c e d  by
a  c h a r a c t e r  who must choose  to  e x p la in  an a p p a r e n t ly  s u p e r n a tu r a l
even t by n a t u r a l  law s. The r e a d e r  or th e  c h a r a c t e r  can e n co u n te r  and
f e e l  t h i s  g r e a t  h e s i t a t i o n ,  s i n c e ,  a c c o rd in g  to  Todorov, the  f a n t a s t i c
im p l ie s  "an  i n t e g r a t i o n  o f  the  r e a d e r  i n t o  the  w orld  o f  th e  c h a r a c t e r s ;
t h a t  w orld  . . . d e f in e d  by th e  r e a d e r ' s  own ambiguous p e r c e p t io n  o f
th e  e v e n ts  n a r r a t e d "  (p. 2 6 ) .  The t e x t  o b l ig e s  th e  r e a d e r  to  re g a rd
th e  w orld  o f  th e  work as  a w orld  o f  l i v i n g  p e rso n s  who h e s i t a t e
betw een th e  n a t u r a l  and s u p e r n a t u r a l  e x p la n a t io n  and th e  r e a d e r  does
th e  same. As a  r e s u l t ,  th e  r e a d e r ' s  r o l e  in  th e  n a r r a t i v e  becomes
Tzvetan Todorov, The F a n t a s t i c : A S t r u c t u r a l  Approach t o  a_
L i t e r a r y  G enre , t r a n s .  R ich ard  Howard (C lev e lan d :  The P re s s  of
Case W estern Reserve U n iv e r s i t y ,  1973).
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" e n t r u s t e d "  to  th e  c h a r a c t e r ,  and th e  a c t u a l  r e a d e r  comes to  i d e n t i f y
15w ith  t h a t  c h a r a c t e r .  F u r th e r ,  Todorov p o in t s  to  an e lem ent t h a t  
makes t h e  f a n t a s t i c  u n iq u e :
The f a n t a s t i c ,  . . . l a s t s  on ly  as lo n g  as a 
c e r t a i n  h e s i t a t i o n :  a h e s i t a t i o n  common t o  r e a d e r
and c h a r a c t e r ,  who must d ec id e  w h e th er  o r  n o t  what 
th ey  p e r c e iv e  d e r iv e s  from " r e a l i t y "  a s  i t  e x i s t s  
i n  the  common o p in io n .  At th e  s t o r y ’s end, the  
r e a d e r  makes a d e c i s io n  even i f  th e  c h a r a c t e r  does 
n o t ;  he o p ts  f o r  one s o l u t i o n  o r the  o t h e r ,  and 
th e re b y  emerges from th e  f a n t a s t i c  (p ,  4 1 ) .
But i n  th o se  case s  where th e  t e x t  d i s a l lo w s  th e  r e a d e r  from making 
a l e g i t i m a t e  d e c i s io n ,  th e n  the  s t o r y  rem ains  t r u l y  ambiguous.
C e r ta in  t e x t s  s u s t a i n  t h e i r  am b ig u ity  to  th e  v e ry  end and even be­
yond th e  n a r r a t i v e  i t s e l f .  Th is  a cc o u n ts  f o r  th e  am bigu ity  i n  The 
Turn o f  th e  Screw. I t  does n o t  p e rm it  us t o  le a v e  th e  rea lm  o f h e s i ­
t a t i o n ,  fo r  we cannot d e te rm in e  f i n a l l y  w h e th er  g h o s ts  hau n t  th e  
e s t a t e ,  o r  i f  th e  governess  i s  m erely  a v i c t im  o f h a l l u c i n a t i o n s  
prodded by th e  d i s t u r b i n g  a tm osphere  which e n g u l f s  h e r .
In  most f a n t a s t i c  s t o r i e s ,  how ever, we as  r e a d e r s  e v e n tu a l ly  
make a ch o ice  between th e  s u p e r n a tu r a l  and n a t u r a l  w o r ld s .  I f  we 
choose th e  s u p e r n a tu r a l  e x p la n a t io n ,  th e  f a n t a s t i c  e lem ent t r a n s c e n d s  
i n t o  what Todorov c a l l s  th e  m e r v e i l l e u x which adm its  of new n a t u r a l  
laws by which we can u n d e rs ta n d  th e  u n e x p la in ed  e v e n t s .  We may, f o r  
i n s t a n c e ,  re c o g n iz e  th e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  s u p e r n a tu r a l  b e in g s ,  l i k e  d e v i l s ,  
f a i r i e s ,  and g h o s ts .  We sim ply  a c c e p t  them as  p a r t  o f  th e  r e a l i t y
"^Todorov, p. 33.
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of th e  work. I f ,  on th e  o th e r  hand , we choose laws o f th e  n a t u r a l  
w o rld ,  the  s t o r y  e n t e r s  th e  rea lm  o f  1 ' e t r a n g e  i n  which we e x p la in  the  
s t r a n g e  phenomena r e a l i s t i c a l l y  th rough  dream s, madness, d ru g s ,  and 
h a l l u c i n a t i o n s .  T h e re fo re ,  th e  f a n t a s t i c  n a r r a t i v e  i s  a t r a n s i e n t  
form which e x i s t s  on ly  a s  lo n g  as t h a t  h e s i t a t i o n  e x p e r ien c e d  by th e  
r e a d e r .  I f  the  h e s i t a t i o n  re m a in s ,  th en  th e  am bigu ity  rem ains and 
r e p u d ia te s  any one e x p la n a t io n .  P o e 's  s t o r y  "W illiam  W ilson" i s  
a n o th e r  example o f  th e  perm anen tly  f a n t a s t i c  n a r r a t i v e . ^
Gaps i n  th e  N a r r a t iv e  
A f te r  c o n s id e r in g  th e  s p e c i a l i z e d  s t r u c t u r e s  o f  th e  in v e r te d  
s t o r y  and the  f a n t a s t i c ,  we can p ro ceed  to  examine d e v ice s  which 
c r e a t e  am bigu ity  w i t h i n  any n a r r a t i v e .  One v i t a l l y  im p o r ta n t  dev ice  
i s  th e  gap . In  n a r r a t i v e ,  as  i n  a l l  forms o f  l i t e r a t u r e ,  th e  c r e a t io n  
o f  gaps (o r  as Norrman c a l l s  them b la n k s ) in  th e  in f o r m a t io n a l  s t r u c ­
t u r e  com prises  a u n i v e r s a l l y  re c o g n iz e d  te ch n iq u e  among a u th o r s .
These a l l - p e r v a s i v e  e lem en ts  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  e x i s t  because  no n a r r a t i v e  
can d e p ic t  ev e ry  d e t a i l  o f  th e  c o r re sp o n d in g  r e a l  w o rld .  Every a u th o r  
must fa c e  th e  t a s k  o f  s e l e c t i n g  which e v e n t s ,  a c t i o n s ,  m o tiv e s ,  and 
th o u g h ts  he w i l l  d ra m a tize  o r  s u p p ly .  Those e lem en ts  which remain 
u n to ld  c r e a t e  a vo id  t h a t  th e  r e a d e r  must im a g in a t iv e ly  f i l l  in  u n t i l  
t h a t  time when the  s t o r y  s u p p l i e s  th e  in fo r m a t io n  o r  th e  r e a d e r  r e a l ­
i z e s  t h a t  th e  gaps a re  perm anent. The p a r t i c u l a r  way in  which an
•^Shlomith Rimmon, personal letter.
a u th o r  s e l e c t s  and o rg a n iz e s  what he w i l l  t e l l  and what he w i l l  omit 
v a r i e s  from in d i v i d u a l  t o  i n d i v i d u a l  and even from age to  age . Never­
t h e l e s s ,  some ty p es  o f  a u t h o r - s e l e c t i v i t y  w i l l  e x i s t  b ecau se  o f  the  
i m p o s s i b i l i t y  of su p p ly in g  a l l  th e  p e r t i n e n t  d e t a i l s  t h a t  go i n t o  the  
c r e a t i o n  o f  th e  s t o r y .  N e c e s s a r i l y ,  th e n ,  gaps a r i s e  i n  n a r r a t i v e s ,  
and a l l  r e a d e r s  must fa ce  th e  c h a l le n g e  o f f i l l i n g  i n  th e s e  gaps and 
o f " i n f e r r i n g  th e  u n sa id  from th e  s a i d . " ^  Gaps do n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  
le a d  to  s u s ta in e d  am b ig u i ty .  In  a n a r r a t i v e ,  an in f o r m a t io n a l  
om ission  may c r e a t e  a sen se  of am bigu ity  t h a t  i s  l a t e r  d ism is sed  o r 
re s o lv e d  by su b seq u en t t e x t u a l  in fo r m a t io n .  The r e a d e r  p e rc e iv e s
th e  gap as an am bigu ity  on ly  te m p o r a r i ly .  In  some c a s e s ,  however, th e
1 ftt e x t  r e v iv e s  th e  same am bigu ity  l a t e r  th rough  a n o th e r  gap. In d eed , 
th e  r e a d e r  may n o t  even p e r c e iv e  a gap a t  a l l  i n  which c a se  any 
r e s u l t i n g  am bigu ity  does n o t  r e a l l y  e x i s t  ( s in c e  am bigu ity  i s  an 
e f f e c t  t h a t  i s  dependent on r e a d e r  r e c o g n i t i o n ) .  Some gaps p e r s i s t  
th ro u g h o u t a n a r r a t i v e  and a s  such  a r e  ex trem ely  im p o r ta n t  as d ev ice s  
which c r e a te  am b ig u ity .
Monroe B ea rd s le y  f i r s t  c a l l e d  a t t e n t i o n  to  t h i s  phenomenon of 
19l i t e r a r y  gaps . He o f f e r s  an example from F. S c o t t  F i t z g e r a l d ' s  
The G rea t G a tsby . When we re a d  t h a t  Daisy ap p ea rs  a t  th e  h o t e l ,
■^Rimraon, p . 46.
*1 Q
Norrman, p . 77. Note t h a t  he r e f e r s  s p e c i f i c a l l y  to  
a n t i t h e s e s  (one type o f  b la n k  o r  g ap ) .
■^Monroe C. B e a rd s le y ,  A e s t h e t i c s : Problems i n  th e  P h ilo sophy  
o f  C r i t i c i s m  (New York: H a rc o u r t ,  Brace & W orld, 195 8 ) ,  p, 242.
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we a u to m a t i c a l ly  assume t h a t  she was bo rn  even though th e  t e x t  omits 
t h a t  in f o r m a t io n .  As t h i s  ru d im en ta ry  example r e v e a l s t gaps engage 
us i n  th e  p ro c e ss  o f  im a g in a t iv e ly  f i l l i n g  in  m is s in g  in fo r m a t io n .
In  a s e n s e ,  the  n a r r a t i v e  " f o r c e s "  us i n t o  t h i s  p r o c e s s ,  s in c e  th e  
t e x t  i t s e l f  does n o t  su p p ly  t h i s  b i t  o f  in fo r m a t io n .  A gain , we see  
t h e  im portance  o f i n t e r a c t i o n  between t e x t  and r e a d e r .  B ea rd s ley  
c a l l s  t h i s  " p ro c e s s  o f  f i l l i n g  o u t  ou r knowledge o f what i s  going  on, 
beyond what i s  o v e r t l y  p r e s e n te d  . . . .  th e  e l u c i d a t io n  o f  th e  work" 
(p. 2 42 ) . A ccord ing  to  B ea rd s le y  t h i s  p ro c e ss  o f  e l u c i d a t i o n  occu rs  
b o th  u n c o n sc io u s ly  and c o n s c io u s ly  depending  upon th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  
gap.
L i t e r a r y  gaps i n  n a r r a t i v e  works can c r e a t e  d i f f e r e n t  e f f e c t s  
depending  upon th e  i n d i v i d u a l  r e a d e r .  Each r e a d e r  w i l l  com plete  a 
gap i n  a way b e s t  s u i t e d  to  h i s  n e e d s ,  a l th o u g h  as we have p r e v i ­
o u s ly  m en tioned , t h a t  e x p e r ie n c e  (b u f f e r e d  by th e  g ove rn ing  and 
c o n t r o l l i n g  a s p e c ts  o f  th e  t e x t  i t s e l f )  w i l l  r a r e l y  become so 
i n d i v i d u a l i z e d  t h a t  o th e r  r e a d e r s  cou ld  n o t  r e l a t e  to  i t .
Because each  n a r r a t i v e  c o n ta in s  s e v e r a l  d i f f e r e n t  p o t e n t i a l  
r e a l i z a t i o n s ,  modern w r i t e r s  f r e q u e n t ly  e x p l o i t  t h i s  d im ension . The 
n a r r a t i v e s ,  as I s e r  p o in t s  o u t ,
. . . a re  o f t e n  so  f rag m e n ta ry  t h a t  o n e 's  a t t e n t i o n  
i s  a lm ost e x c l u s i v e l y  o ccu p ied  w i th  th e  s e a rc h  f o r  
c o n n e c t io n s  between the  f rag m en ts ;  the  o b je c t  o f  t h i s  
i s  n o t  to  c o m p lic a te  th e  ' s p e c t r u m '  o f  c o n n e c t io n s ,
so much a s  to  make us aware o 
c a p a c i ty  f o r  p r o v id in g  l i n k s .
As each i n d i v i d u a l  r e a d s  and d e c id e s  how he w i l l  com ple te  th e  gap, 
th e  dynamic n a tu r e  o f  th e  r e a d in g  p ro c e s s  comes i n t o  p la y .  I s e r  
f u r t h e r  con tends  t h a t ,  "By making h i s  d e c i s io n  he [ th e  r e a d e r ]  im p l ic ­
i t l y  acknowledges th e  i n e x h a u s t i b i l i t y  o f  th e  t e x t ;  a t  th e  same tim e 
i t  i s  t h i s  v e ry  i n e x h a u s t i b i l i t y  t h a t  fo r c e s  him to  make h i s  
d e c i s io n "  (p . 280).
Gaps and t h e i r  co m p le tio n  a l s o  e x i s t  w i th o u t  dependence upon 
r e a d e r  i n t e r v e n t i o n .  In  o th e r  w ords, a gap may a r i s e  i n  one se n te n c e  
and be f i l l e d  in  by t e x t u a l  in fo r m a t io n  in  th e  n e x t .  The r e a d e r  has  
n o t  c r e a t i v e l y  i n te r v e n e d  e x cep t  i n  r e c o g n iz in g  th e  p re sen c e  o f  an 
i n f o r m a t io n a l  o m is s io n .  Such gaps c r e a t e  on ly  i n c i d e n t a l  or t r a n s i e n t  
am b ig u i ty .  O th e r s ,  how ever, c r e a t e  th e  s u s ta in e d  o r  perm anent k in d .  
Gaps, th e n ,  f u n c t io n  a t  th e  v e ry  h e a r t  o f  am b ig u i ty .  W ithout in fo rm a­
t i o n a l  gaps, am b igu ity  would n o t  a r i s e ,  s i n c e  th e  n a r r a t i v e  would 
p r e s e n t  a com ple te  " p i c t u r e  o f  r e a l i t y , "  one viewed a t  every  p o s s ib l e  
a n g le ,  as i t  w ere . Of c o u r s e ,  t h i s  r a r e l y ,  i f  e v e r ,  o ccu rs  in  
l i t e r a t u r e ,  s in c e  even th e  most s l a v i s h l y  d i l i g e n t  of w r i t e r s  cou ld  
n o t  p ro v id e  ev ery  d e t a i l  o f  e v e ry  e v en t  and a c t i o n  d e p ic te d .
In  o r d e r  to  u n d e rs ta n d  how gaps f u n c t io n  to  c r e a t e  am bigu ity  
(b o th  tem pora ry  and perm anent) w i th in  l i t e r a t u r e  we must examine
^^Wolfgang I s e r ,  The Im p lied  R ea d e r : P a t t e r n s  o f  Communication
i n  P ro se  F i c t i o n  from Bunyan to  B e c k e t t  (B a l t im o re :  Johns Hopkins
U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1974), p .  280.
j th e  n a tu r e  o f  our own
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21d i f f e r e n t  k in d s  o f  gaps and th e  d i f f e r e n t  ways o f  c o m p le tin g  them.
We can c l a s s i f y  n a r r a t i v e  gaps as to  t h e i r  1) c e n t r a l i t y ,  2) d u r a t i o n ,  
3) l e v e l  i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e  s t r u c t u r e ,  and 4) manner of co m p le tio n .
Each o f  th e s e  a s p e c ts  i n t e r r e l a t e s  w ith  th e  o t h e r s .
C e n t r a l i t y  o f  Gaps 
C e n t r a l i t y  o f  gaps r e f e r s  t o  t h e i r  r e l a t i v e  im portance  w i th in  
th e  o v e r a l l  framework o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  s t r u c t u r e .  Some t r iv ia l  gaps 
may n o t  r e q u i r e  co m p le t io n .  F r e q u e n t ly ,  a n a r r a t i v e  w i l l  in c lu d e  
in f o r m a t io n a l  gaps n o t  d i r e c t l y  r e l e v a n t  to  i t s  o v e r a l l  pu rp o se ,  
and we w i l l  a u to m a t ic a l ly  com plete  such  gaps w i th o u t  c o n sc io u s ly  
th in k in g .  For i n s t a n c e ,  we a u to m a t ic a l ly  make th e  c o n n ec t io n  t h a t  
a c h a r a c t e r  was b o rn  when t h e  t e x t  p ro v id e s  th e  in fo rm a t io n  t h a t  he 
walked i n t o  a room. These gaps , a p e r e n n ia l  p a r t  o f  any n a r r a t i v e ,  
a re  f r e q u e n t ly  so t r i v i a l  t h a t  we h a r d ly  comprehend them as in fo rm a­
t i o n a l  gaps a t  a l l .  In  c o n t r a s t ,  o t h e r  gaps i n  a n a r r a t i v e  become 
th e  c e n t r a l  a s p e c t  o f  th e  work and concern  us g r e a t l y .  I n  murder 
m y s te r i e s ,  f o r  exam ple, we g e n e r a l ly  c o n f ro n t  th e  c e n t r a l  and c r u c i a l  
in f o r m a t io n a l  gap o f  "Who d id  i t ? " .  Our concerns  fo cu s  im m edia te ly  
on th e  gap and i t s  a p p r o p r i a t e  c o m p le tio n .  W ithout th e  gap, th e  
"m ystery"  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  d i s a p p e a r s .  And once we f i l l  i n  t h i s  
p a r t i c u l a r  gap, the  n a r r a t i v e  must n e c e s s a r i l y  end . Many n o v e ls  o f  
Henry James and John Hawkes p r e s e n t  s t o r i e s  o f  t h i s  k in d  in  which our
^ F o r  t h i s  d i s c u s s io n  I  have adop ted  Rimmon1s schema, pp. 46 -50 ,
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s e a rc h  f o r  m is s in g  in fo rm a t io n  c a p t i v a t e s  us and becomes our o v e r­
r i d i n g  conce rn . These gaps a re  c e n t r a l ,  th e n ,  and r e s i d e  on th e  
o p p o s i te  end o f  th e  sp ec tru m  from t r i v i a l  gaps.
In  between the  t r i v i a l  and c e n t r a l  g ap s ,  we f in d  gaps w ith  
v a ry in g  d eg rees  o f  im p o r tan ce .  Many gaps may c a r ry  im port in  re g a rd s  
to  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  one p a r t i c u l a r  u n i t  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e ,  b u t  th e  
f i n a l  outcome o f  th e  t o t a l  n a r r a t i v e  i n  no way depends upon the  
co m p le tio n  of t h i s  gap. For i n s t a n c e ,  John Hawkes's The Blood Oranges 
p r e s e n t s  us w ith  an in f o r m a t io n a l  gap c o n ce rn in g  th e  hanging  d e a th  of 
one o f  i t s  c h a r a c t e r s .  Whether o r  n o t  we can se a rc h  ou t c lu e s  t h a t  
w i l l  p ro v id e  us w ith  th e  answer as  to  th e  n a tu r e  o f  th e  hang ing  i s  
n o t  c r u c i a l  to  our u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  th e  o v e r a l l  s t o r y . ^  Thus t h i s  
type  o f  gap rem ains an im p o r ta n t  concern  b u t  no t a c e n t r a l  one. 
A p p a ren t ly ,  th e n ,  we can l o c a t e  gaps a lo n g  a continuum  w ith  t r i v i a l  
gaps a t  one end , c e n t r a l  gaps a t  th e  o t h e r ,  and v a ry in g  d eg rees  in  
betw een.
D u ra t io n  of Gaps
The a s p e c t  o f  gap d u r a t io n  r e l a t e s  d i r e c t l y  to  c e n t r a l i t y .
We u s u a l ly  f i l l  i n  u n im p o r tan t  o r  t r i v i a l  gaps q u ic k ly  by exposure  to
2^In f a c t ,  Hawkes adm its  t h a t  he in te n d e d  no am bigu ity  as 
r e g a rd s  t h i s  s cen e .  He meant f o r  r e a d e r s  to  i n t e r p r e t  H ugh 's  dea th  
as  a c c i d e n t a l .  The am bigu ity  s t i l l  p e r s i s t s  in  s p i t e  o f  Hawkes's 
i n t e n t i o n ;  in  f a c t ,  t h i s  " a c c i d e n t a l  am b igu ity"  Hawkes c r e a te d  aug­
ments o th e r  a m b ig u i t ie s  o f  the  book. See below, C hapter  VI, f o r  
f u r t h e r  d i s c u s s io n  o f Hawkes's views on t h i s  s cen e .
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su b se q u e n t  c lu e s  and in fo rm a t io n  o r  by knowledge o f n a t u r a l  law s.
Rimmon c i t e s  t h e  fo l lo w in g  example:
. . . Nick Carraway, th e  n a r r a t o r  o f  The G reat G a tsb y , 
v i s i t s  h i s  f r i e n d ,  Tom Buchanan, w here, on an en o r­
mous couch, he s e e s  "two young women , . . buoyed up 
as though upon an anchored  b a l l o o n . "  One o f  them he 
r e c o g n iz e s  as h i s  second c o u s in ,  D a isy ,  b u t  " th e  
younger o f  th e  two was a s t r a n g e r  to  me" (Penguin 
Modern C la s s i c s  E d i t i o n ,  p .  14 ). The q u e s t io n  th u s  
a r i s e s ,  "who i s  the  younger woman?" b u t  we have to  
w a i t  no lo n g e r  than  h a l f  a page to  h e a r  from D a i s y 's  
murmuring l i p s  " t h a t  th e  surname o f  th e  b a la n c in g  
g i r l  was B ak e r ,"  and l a t e r  we a r e  g iven  much more 
in fo r m a t io n  about th e  same young woman (pp. 4 7 -4 8 ) .
S im i l a r ly ,  as a  c e r t a i n  gap ta k e s  on more im p o r tan ce ,  th e  a u th o r
may c o n sc io u s ly  p ro lo n g  th e  ambiguous e f f e c t  by w i th h o ld in g
n e c e s sa ry  in fo rm a t io n  fo r  a  lo n g e r  p e r io d  o f  t im e . For exam ple, F.
S c o t t  F i t z g e r a l d ' s  "W inter  Dreams" in t r o d u c e s  us to  D exter as a
young boy who c a d d ie s  a t  t h e  l o c a l  co un try  c lu b .  At fo u r t e e n  D exter
has dec id ed  he does n o t  "want to  caddy any m ore ,"  because  he i s  " to o
o l d . "  His re a so n  f o r  q u i t t i n g  seems p l a u s i b l e  enough, e x c e p t  th a t
we know D ex ter makes h i s  p o c k e t  money by caddy ing . So we a s k ,  "Why
does he  q u i t ? "  W ith in  seconds F i t z g e r a l d  te a s e s  us w ith  an
in f o r m a t io n a l l y  inco m p le te  answ er—
The l i t t l e  g i r l  who had done t h i s  [caused  him to  
q u i t ]  was e le v e n —b e a u t i f u l l y  ug ly  as l i t t l e  g i r l s  
a re  a p t  to  be who a re  d e s t in e d  a f t e r  a  few y e a r s  
t o  be i n e x p r e s s i b l y  lo v e ly  and b r in g  no end o f  
m ise ry  t o  a g r e a t  number o f  men.23
23F. S c o t t  F i t z g e r a l d ,  "W in ter  Dreams," The A rt o f  F i c t i o n , 
A Handbook and A n tho logy , e d s .  R, F. D ie t r i c h  and Roger H. S u n d e l l ,  
(New York: H o l t ,  R in e h a r t  and W inston , 1967), p ,  283.
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O bvious ly , th e  tone  o f  th e  p a rag rap h  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  t h i s  " b e a u t i ­
f u l l y  ug ly  l i t t l e  g i r l "  w i l l  p la y  an im p o r ta n t  p a r t  i n  th e  s t o r y ’ s 
developm ent and i n  co m p le t in g  th e  gap co n ce rn in g  D e x te r 's  reaso n  f o r  
q u i t t i n g .  But a t  t h i s  p o i n t  a n o th e r  gap a r i s e s  r e l a t i n g  to  the  
g i r l ' s  i d e n t i t y .  Not u n t i l  s e v e r a l  pages l a t e r  do we r e c e iv e  a c lu e  
t h a t  h e lp s  to  c l e a r  up b o th  gaps . As D ex ter  r e c a l l s  th e  e m b arra ss in g  
i n c i d e n t  i n  which th e  g i r l 's  s u p e r i o r  a t t i t u d e  b r u i s e d  h i s  ego and 
" fo rc e d "  him i n t o  q u i t t i n g ,  th e  t e x t  in t r o d u c e s  us to  the  g i r l  and 
h e r  maid:
Here she [ th e  maid] was s to p p ed  by an ominous 
g lan ce  from Miss Jo n e s .  . , (p. 284).
N e v e r th e le s s ,  even t h i s  in fo r m a t io n  le a v e s  us w ith  a sen se  o f  
in c o m p le ten ess  as  to  th e  i d e n t i t y  o f  th e  g i r l ,  Miss J o n es ,
The s to r y  th en  s k ip s  many y e a r s  to  D e x te r 's  p o s t  c o l le g e  days 
when we a g a in  c o n f ro n t  a g i r l  d e sc r ib e d  as  " a r r e s t i n g l y  b e a u t i f u l . "  
A lthough we know i t  i s  th e  same g i r l ,  on ly  a f t e r  an i n t e r v e n i n g  le n g th y  
d e s c r i p t i o n  do we f i n a l l y  d i s c o v e r  h e r  i d e n t i t y  when a n o th e r  c h a ra c ­
t e r  says  o f  h e r :  "T hat Judy Jones!  . . . A l l  she needs  i s  to  be
tu rn e d  up and spanked f o r  s i x  months and then  t o  be m a rr ie d  o f f  to  
an o ld - f a s h io n e d  c a v a l ry  c a p ta in "  (p . 2 8 6 ) .  H ere , F i t z g e r a l d  has 
i n t e n t i o n a l l y  m an ip u la ted  th e  e lem en ts  o f  th e  s t o r y  so t h a t  th e  gap 
rem ains  open lo n g e r  so  a s  to  em phasize  h e r  im portance  i n  th e  d e v e lo p in g
24a c t i o n .
^ T h i s  does n o t ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  imply t h a t  th e  s t o r y  i t s e l f  i s  
ambiguous, which i t  i s  n o t ,
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Gaps which c o n s t i t u t e  c e n t r a l  enigmas u s u a l l y  remain open 
u n t i l  th e  end o f  th e  s t o r y .  D e te c t iv e  s t o r i e s  p ro v id e  abundant 
exam ples h e r e .  F i n a l l y ,  some gaps rem ain u n f i l l e d  even a f t e r  th e  
s t o r y  e n d s .  John H awkes's  l a t e r  works r e v e a l  u n f i l l e d  gaps and un­
r e s o lv e d  q u e s t io n s  as does J .  P. D o n leav y 's  s h o r t  s t o r y  "One fo r  
Yes" i n  which we n ev e r  know w h e th er  George canno t speak  o r  sim ply 
r e f u s e s  to  do so .  In  t h i s  way we can d i s t i n g u i s h  betw een tem porary
gaps which th e  n a r r a t i v e  w i l l  e v e n tu a l ly  f i l l  in  and perm anent gaps
25which w i l l  rem ain open even beyond th e  end o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e .
Level a t  Which th e  Gap F u n c tio n s
When we c o n s id e r  any l i t e r a r y  gap, we must a l s o  c o n s id e r  the
l e v e l  a t  which th e  gap i s  s i t u a t e d  and f u n c t i o n s ,  Here, l e v e l  r e f e r s
to  th e  s t r u c t u r a l  l e v e l  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e .  For our p u rp o s e s ,  we may
d iv id e  th e  n a r r a t i v e  i n t o  th e  l e v e l s  o f  d i s c o u r s e  (which in c lu d e s
p o in t  o f  view) and s t o r y  o r  c o n te n t  (which in c lu d e s  p l o t ,  c h a r a c t e r ,  
26and s e t t i n g ) .  D isco u rse  r e f e r s  to  th e  a c t u a l  t e l l i n g  o f  th e  t a l e  
i n c lu d in g  and subsuming ev e ry  o th e r  a s p e c t  o f  th e  s t o r y .  D isco u rse  
in c lu d e s  th e  sum t o t a l  o f  a l l  th e  d e p ic te d  a c t i o n s  and e v e n ts  and 
th e  ways in  which th e s e  a r e  a r t i s t i c a l l y  a r r a n g e d .  As an exam ple, 
c o n s id e r  th e  r e v e r s a l  scen e  in  an in v e r t e d  s t o r y  which fu n c t io n s
^Rimmon, p . 48.
26 For two d i f f e r e n t  v iew s o f  l e v e l s  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e ,  see  
Rimmon's d i s c u s s io n  o f  t e x t u r e ,  p . 29 and N orrm an 's  d i s c u s s io n  of 
m icro  and m acro, p .  8.
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a t  th e  l e v e l  o f  d i s c o u r s e  and th u s  o rd e r s  a l l  o th e r  e lem en ts  
o f  th e  s t o r y .  P l o t  r e f e r s  to  th e  s e l e c t i o n  and o r d e r in g  o f  ev en ts  
and what th e  n a r r a t o r  chooses  t o  r e l a t e  to  th e  l i s t e n e r  o f  th e  w orld  
o f  the  s t o r y .  C h a ra c te r  i s  i n e x t r i c a b l y  woven w ith  p l o t  and in c lu d e s  
th e  t e x t u a l  e lem en ts  o f  c h a r a c t e r  r e l i a b i l i t y  and m o t iv a t io n .  P o in t  
o f  view fu n c t io n s  as  a n o th e r  t e x t u a l  d e v ice  and in c lu d e s  c o n s id e r a t io n  
o f  d i s t a n c e  and r e l i a b i l i t y .
Gaps f u n c t io n  v a r i o u s l y  a t  th e s e  d i f f e r e n t  l e v e l s .  G e n e ra l ly ,  
l e s s  im p o r ta n t  gaps f u n c t io n  a t  th e  t e x t u a l  l e v e l s ,  w hereas we may 
l o c a t e  perm anent and c e n t r a l  gaps a t  th e  t e x t u a l  l e v e l s  as  w e l l  as 
th e  l a r g e r  l e v e l  o f  d i s c o u r s e .  For exam ple, in  the  p re c e d in g  
r e f e r e n c e  t o  "W in ter  Dreams" we saw a  gap s i t u a t e d  a t  th e  l e v e l  of 
c h a r a c t e r  in  te rm s o f i d e n t i t y .  But t h i s  gap a l s o  u n fo ld s  a t  th e  
l a r g e r  l e v e l  o f  d i s c o u r s e  i n  term s o f the  theme o f th e  s t o r y .  Cer­
t a i n l y ,  o v e r la p  e x i s t s  between th e  l e v e l s  o f  d i s c o u r s e  and th e  o th e r  
l e v e l s ,  b u t  p in p o in t in g  where a gap a r i s e s  h e lp s  us to  u n d e rs tan d  
how i t  f u n c t io n s .
Manner in  Which th e  Gap i s  F i l l e d
Some l i t e r a r y  gaps we may f i l l  in  a lm ost a u to m a t i c a l ly  becau se  
o f  our p r i o r  knowledge r e g a r d in g  l i f e  and s o c i a l  and c u l t u r a l  norms. 
For i n s t a n c e ,  i f  a c h a r a c t e r  a p p e a r s ,  we know he must have been bo rn  
and we know he w i l l  p ro b a b ly  d ie  even though the  t e x t  may n o t  p ro v id e  
t h a t  in fo r m a t io n .  In  t h i s  way we as r e a d e r s  can f i l l  i n  th e  m is s in g  
in fo r m a t io n  because  o f  ou r knowledge o f  th e  laws o f  n a tu r e  and
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p r o b a b i l i t y .  In  many r e c e n t  works o f  th e  A b su rd is t  s c h o o l  o f  l i t e r a ­
t u r e ,  however, a  work v i o l a t e s  th e  n a t u r a l  laws o f  p r o b a b i l i t y  and 
may re n d e r  us h e l p l e s s  in  t r y i n g  to  f i l l  i n  th e  gap. At t h a t  p o in t  
on ly  th e  a u th o r  can su p p ly  th e  m is s in g  in fo r m a t io n .  O ther gaps in  
th e  n a r r a t i v e  r e q u i r e  v a ry in g  d eg rees  o f  i n t e l l e c t u a l  e f f o r t  on the  
p a r t  o f  th e  r e a d e r  i n  o r d e r  t o  be com ple ted , An a u th o r  may, f o r  
exam ple, d e l i b e r a t e l y  m a n ip u la te  r h e t o r i c a l  and s t r u c t u r a l  d e v ice s  so 
as to  a id  o r  h in d e r  the  r e a d e r  from p e r c e iv in g  th e  gap and i t s  
co m p le tin g  in fo r m a t io n .  O b v io u s ly ,  F i t z g e r a l d  had t o  do more 
co m p lica ted  ju g g l in g  of in fo r m a t io n  i n  o rd e r  to  p ro lo n g  th e  gap in  
"W inter Dreams" than  he d id  i n  The G reat Gatsby in  term s o f  our 
i d e n t i f y i n g  th e  g i r l  i n  each  s t o r y .  S im i l a r l y ,  i t  r e q u i r e s  more 
i n t e l l e c t u a l  e f f o r t  on o u r  p a r t s  to  p u t  to g e th e r  th e  f l e e t i n g  c lu e s  
which p o in t  to  Judy J o n e s ' s  i d e n t i t y  than  in  s im ply  b e in g  t o l d  by 
Daisy M i l l e r  t h a t  B a x te r  i s  th e  g i r l  s i t t i n g  n ex t  to  h e r .
Some gaps rem ain open in  such a way t h a t  no m a t te r  how s k i l l e d  
and im a g in a t iv e  th e  r e a d e r ,  th e  s t o r y  i t s e l f  om its  e s s e n t i a l  i n f o r ­
m ation  n e c e s sa ry  f o r  a r e s o l u t i o n .  Thus no m a t t e r  how much we s tu d y  
th e  t e x t  o f  Gone w ith  th e  Wind, we can n e v e r  be s u r e  t h a t  R h e t t  
B u t le r  r e t u r n s  t o  S c a r l e t  O 'H ara . Nor can we know w hether th e  c a r  
c ra sh e s  and k i l l s  Papa and h i s  p a s s e n g e rs  in  T r a v e s ty .
Gaps and P r o b a b i l i t y
In  th e  i n t e r i m  betw een th e  open ing  o f  a gap and i t s  com ple tion  
a t  a l a t e r  t im e ,  j u s t  how we go abou t f i l l i n g  in  t h i s  gap depends
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i n  p a r t  on laws o f  p r o b a b i l i t y  b ased  on o u r  knowledge o f  l i f e  in  
g e n e r a l  and th e  a c c e p te d  s o c i a l ,  c u l t u r a l ,  and m oral co d es . F u r th e r ,  
th e  f i l l i n g  in  o f  gaps depends on e x p l i c i t  and i m p l i c i t  i n d i c a t i o n s  
w i th in  th e  t e x t  i t s e l f .  Thus we have bo th  e x t e r n a l  and i n t e r n a l  
i n d i c a t i o n s  as to  how to  go about c o r r e c t l y  co m p le tin g  a gap. Ex­
t e r n a l  i n d i c a t o r s  r e f e r  to  th o se  laws o f  n a tu r e  o u ts id e  o f  th e  t e x t  
which d e te rm in e  t h a t  a u to m a t ic  k in d  o f  f i l l i n g  in  o f  in fo rm a t io n  
( e . g . ,  A c h a r a c t e r  l i v e s ,  t h e r e f o r e  he must have been  b o r n . )  How­
e v e r ,  when p r o b a b i l i t i e s  go v e rn in g  th e  t e x t  a r e  n o t  u n i v e r s a l  l i k e  
b i r t h ,  d e a th ,  t a x e s ,  and m a r r ia g e ,  a c c u ra te  e x e g e s is  may become q u i t e  
complex as would be th e  case  w i th  many o f Ionesco*s  p la y s .  F u r th e r ,  
some works such as th o se  by Hawkes may r e q u i r e  a knowledge o f  c e r t a i n
l i t e r a r y  d e v ic e s  in  o rd e r  to  u n d e rs tan d  co m p le te ly  the  w orld  o f the  
27work. And i f  th e  c u l t u r a l  framework o f  th e  s t o r y  i s  e i t h e r  geo­
g r a p h ic a l l y  o r  c h r o n o lo g ic a l ly  remote from our own, we may e x p e r ie n c e
28th e  same d i f f i c u l t y  i n  f i l l i n g  i n  gaps o f  in fo r m a t io n .
I n t e r n a l  i n d i c a t o r s ,  th o s e  laws p e c u l i a r  to  and f u n c t io n a l  
on ly  w i th in  th e  t e x t ,  may a l lo w  us to  f i l l  in  th e  gap w ith  r e l a t i v e  
e a s e .  On th e  o th e r  hand , though , we may f in d  t h a t  a la b o r io u s  se a rc h
7 7See Donald J .  G r e i n e r ' s  d i s c u s s io n  o f  c o lo r s  in  Comic T e r r o r : 
The Novels o f  John Hawkes (Memphis: Memphis S ta te  U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,
1973), pp. 189-99. See a l s o  G r e i n e r ' s  "The Thematic Use o f  C olor in  




f o r  c lu e s  and c o n n ec t io n s  between th o s e  c lu e s  a w a i ts  u s .  I n t e r n a l  
i n d i c a t o r s  d e r iv e d  from th e  i n t e r n a l  l o g i c  o f  th e  work o f t e n  a r i s e  
from e x p l i c i t  n a r r a t i o n  by c h a r a c t e r .  Sometimes, c e r t a i n  of th e s e  
i n d i c a t o r s  may c o n t r a d i c t  o th e r s  as in  the  case  o f  two d i f f e r e n t  
r e p o r t s  from two a p p a r e n t ly  r e l i a b l e  c h a r a c t e r s .  For exam ple, John 
U p d ik e 's  The C en tau r  uses two d i f f e r e n t  p o in t s  o f  v iew . The s to r y  
u ses  a bouncing  t h i r d - p e r s o n  p o in t  o f  view which f i l t e r s  m ainly  
th rough  th e  f a t h e r ' s  c o n sc io u sn ess  and th e  f i r s t - p e r s o n  p o in t  o f  
view o f  th e  so n .  At t im e s ,  we as r e a d e r s  r e c e iv e  c o n t r a d i c t o r y
29in fo rm a t io n  about th e  same s u b j e c t s  from the  two opposing  v ie w p o in ts .
As a  r e s u l t ,  we b e g in  t o  q u e s t io n  th e  r e l i a b i l i t y  o f  th e  two n a r r a t o r s .  
Only l a t e r  a re  th e  gaps f i l l e d  i n ,  as one p o in t  o f  view i s  c o r ro b o ra te d  
by o th e r  c h a r a c t e r s '  comments.
Any gaps i n  a n a r r a t i v e  cau se  us to  c o n s t r u c t  a h y p o th e s i s  
which w i l l  supp ly  th e  m is s in g  in fo rm a t io n  u n t i l  t h a t  tim e when we 
r e c e iv e  th e  " c o r r e c t "  in fo r m a t io n  from th e  t e x t  i t s e l f .  We a l l  have 
had f i r s t h a n d  e x p e r ie n c e  w i th  t h i s  p ro c e ss  when we guess th e  m urderer 
in  a d e t e c t iv e  s t o r y .  As we r e c e iv e  new in f o r m a t io n ,  th e  gap l e s s e n s  
and we a l t e r  our i n i t i a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  u n t i l  we f i n a l l y  " d is c o v e r "  
a t  th e  n o v e l ' s  end th e  i d e n t i t y  o f  th e  t r u e  c u l p r i t .  The t e x t  may 
w e l l  th w a r t  o u r  a t te m p ts  to  f in d  th e  in fo rm a t io n  by r e v e a l in g  no c lu e s  
o r  p o s i t i n g  c o n t r a d i c t o r y  c lu e s  i n  which case  th e  am b igu ity  and 
th e  gaps rem ain open,
2 9 j 0hn Updike, The C en taur (New York: A lf re d  A. Knopf, 1963),
pp. 53 and 196. Compare f a t h e r  and s o n 's  r e a c t i o n  to  P e t e r ' s  p s o r i a s i s .
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When we i n t e r p r e t  a n a r r a t i v e  (and c e r t a i n l y  th e  dynamic p ro cess  
o f  c o m p le tin g  in f o r m a t io n a l  gaps c o n s t i t u t e s  a s p e c i a l i z e d  form of
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ) , we must r e l y  on what Olson c a l l s  " p r o b a b i l i t y
30p ro o f s "  f o r  r e a s o n a b le  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  U n t i l  th e  t e x t  p ro v id e s  us 
w i th  t h e  c o r r e c t  and m is s in g  in fo r m a t io n ,  we may a t  b e s t  assume our 
guess i s  beyond re a so n a b le  d o ub t.  Each p l o t  c o n s i s t s  o f  b a s i c  p rop­
o s i t i o n s ,  th o se  "g iv e n s"  o f  th e  t e x t  which c o n s t i t u t e  th e  a c t u a l  
v i s i b l e  d a ta  p ro v id ed  w i th in  i t s  s t r u c t u r e .  For exam ple, in  
S h a k e sp e a re ’s p la y ,  we know t h a t  Hamlet i s  a man and P r in c e  o f  
Denmark. We know, to o ,  t h a t  H o ra t io  in form ed  Hamlet o f  th e  Ghost 
b ecau se  th e  a u th o r  shows t h i s  as  an o b s e rv a b le  a c t i o n .  Any time 
we assume a b a s i c  p r o p o s i t i o n ,  th e  g ivens  o f  th e  t e x t  must d i r e c t l y  
su p p o r t  i t .  Once we have examined th e  t e x t ' s  b a s ic  p r o p o s i t i o n s  we 
may then  and on ly  th e n  b e g in  to  make in f e r e n c e s  abou t o th e r  a s p e c ts  
o f th e  w orld  o f  th e  work: a c t i o n s ,  c h a r a c t e r  m o t iv a t io n s ,  e t c .
Always, Olson s a y s ,  b a s i c  p r o p o s i t i o n s  must form th e  fo u n d a t io n  f o r  
any in f e r e n c e s ,  s in c e  th e  b a s i c  p r o p o s i t i o n s  a lo n e  can imply them 
(p . 2 26 ) . Olson gu ides  us i n  making c o r r e c t  in f e r e n c e s  based  on th e  
i n t e r n a l  and e x t e r n a l  laws o f  p r o b a b i l i t y  t h a t  g ive  r i s e  to  th e  
b a s i c  p r o p o s i t i o n s .  I d e a l l y ,  c o r r e c t  in f e r e n c e  depends on 1) r e c ­
o g n i t io n  o f  when an in f e r e n c e  i s  r e q u i r e d ,  2) r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  the  
ty p e  o f in f e r e n c e  r e q u i r e d  (by p r o b a b i l i t y  o r  by s ig n s  from b a s ic
-^ E ld e r  O lson , "Hamlet and th e  H erm aneutics  o f  Drama," Modern 
P h i lo lo g y  61 (F ebruary  1964): 226. A ll  su b seq u en t u n i d e n t i f i e d  page 
numbers r e f e r s  to  t h i s  a r t i c l e .
p r o p o s i t i o n s ) , and 3) r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  what in f e r e n c e  to  draw (p. 235). 
Any i n f e r e n c e  we draw, w h e th er  i t  concerns  a c t i o n ,  c h a r a c t e r ,  o r  
em o tion , sh o u ld  n o t  exceed  th e  s u p p o r t in g  d a ta  o f  th e  t e x t  (p . 235) 
a n d /o r  th e  laws o f p r o b a b i l i t y  t h a t  govern th e  s t o r y .  U n d ers tan d in g  
b a s i c  p r o p o s i t i o n s ,  i n f e r e n c e s ,  and laws o f  p r o b a b i l i t y  n e c e s s a r i l y  
p re c e d e s  a r e a d e r ’ s a b i l i t y  t o  f i l l  i n  c o r r e c t l y  gaps w i th in  th e  
n a r r a t i v e .  W ithout t h i s  fundam ental knowledge, we a re  a p t  to  draw 
i n c o r r e c t  c o n c lu s io n s .  F u r t h e r ,  knowledge abou t laws o f p r o b a b i l i t y  
r e l e a s e s  us from b e in g  r e l i a n t  s o l e l y  on in fo r m a t io n  th e  t e x t  p ro ­
v id e s .  I n s t e a d ,  ou r im a g in a t iv e  powers supp lem ent t e x t u a l  in fo r m a t io n .  
W ithout t h i s  d im ension , we would lo s e  one a s p e c t  of th e  dynamic 
power o f  th e  c r e a t i v e  p ro c e s s  t h a t  i s  an i n h e r e n t  p a r t  o f  any , b u t  
e s p e c i a l l y ,  ambiguous l i t e r a t u r e .  N e v e r th e le s s ,  th e  b a s ic  
p r o p o s i t i o n s  o f the  t e x t  must always form th e  fo u n d a t io n  o f  our 
im a g in a t iv e  i n p u t .
R eco g n it io n  o f  Gaps 
Readers may p e rc e iv e  gaps e i t h e r  i n  advance o r  i n  r e t r o s p e c t  
depending  upon t h e i r  s o p h i s t i c a t i o n  and th e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  th e  s t o r y .
For i n s t a n c e ,  we may r e a l i z e  an im p o r ta n t  gap e x i s t s  e a r l y  in  the  
n a r r a t i v e .  I f  i t  i s  a c e n t r a l  am b igu ity  as in  th e  c a se  o f th e  de­
t e c t i v e  s t o r y ,  th e n  the  r e s t  o f  the  re a d in g  p ro c e s s  w i l l  prompt us 
to  f i l l  i n  the  m is s in g  in f o r m a t io n .  Some w r i t e r s ,  how ever, c o n s t r u c t  
n a r r a t i v e s  in  such a way t h a t  h in d e r s  o u r  p e r c e iv in g  th e  in f o r m a t io n a l  
gap u n t i l  a f t e r  the  s t o r y  en d s .  The r e s u l t i n g  " t w i s t "  f o r c e s  us to
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a l t e r  ou r i n i t i a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  Both ty p e s  o f  gaps may c r e a t e
31n a r r a t i v e  a m b ig u ity .  Henry J a m e s 's  "The Lesson o f  th e  M aster"  
e x e m p l i f ie s  th e  r e t r o s p e c t i v e  gap le a d in g  to  d i s j u n c t i v e  am b ig u i ty ,  
s in c e  only  as  we conclude  th e  s t o r y  does th e  q u e s t io n  a r i s e  as  to  
w h e th er  o r  n o t  S t .  George p lanned  a l l  a lo n g  to  marry Miss F a n c o u r t .
Types o f  Gaps
F o re s h o r te n in g
A s p e c i a l  k in d  o f  gap which may le a d  to  am b ig u ity  i s  the  d ev ice
o f  " f o r e s h o r t e n i n g , "  a te rm  co in ed  by Henry James to  deno te  a s i t u a -
32t i o n  in  which " n a r r a t i v e  economy" o p e r a t e s .  Anytime th e  a u th o r
" te l e s c o p e s "  o r  com presses i n t o  a s h o r t  p a ssa g e  a  lo n g ,  drawn ou t
sequence  o f  e v e n t s ,  he may use th e  d e v ice  o f  f o r e s h o r t e n in g  which
m a n ip u la te s  th e  n a r r a t i v e  s t r u c t u r e  i n  such a way t h a t  th e  r e a d e r
p e rc e iv e s  th e  ev en ts  in  a secondhand f a s h io n .  For i n s t a n c e ,  an
a u th o r  may omit a c r u c i a l  scene  (a  g a p ) , y e t  le a v e  th e  r e a d e r  w ith
a se n se  of what happened by showing th e  im pact o f  th e  e v e n ts  on the
33c h a r a c t e r s  b o th  b e fo re  and a f t e r  th e  ev en ts  o c c u r re d .  In  t h i s  way 
th e  r e a d e r  r e c o g n iz e s  a gap, b u t  s t i l l  has  a s e n s e  o f  i t s  co m ple tion . 
Henry James f r e q u e n t ly  e x p l o i t e d  t h i s  te ch n iq u e  in  o rd e r  to  c r e a t e  
s u s t a in e d  am b ig u ity .  John Hawkes a l s o  u ses  t h i s  d e v ic e .  A s i m i l a r
•^Rimmon, p. 50.
32Norrman, p . 60.
33Norrman, p. 61.
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d e v ic e  may even fu n c t io n  on a v i s u a l  l e v e l  i f  we c o n s id e r  th e  movie
The G reat E scap e . In  t h i s  f i l m  we n ev e r  s e e  S teve  McQueen’s
a t te m p te d  e s c a p e s ,  on ly  h i s  r e a c t i o n s  a f t e r  b e in g  c a p tu r e d .  Thus
a gap e x i s t s  as to  the  a c t u a l  e scap e  i t s e l f .
We can see  t h a t  by u s in g  th e  d e v ic e  o f  f o r e s h o r t e n in g ,  th e
a u th o r  c r e a t e s  a sen se  t h a t  th e  scen e  e i t h e r  took  p l a c e ,  d id  n o t
ta k e  p la c e ,  o r  th e  p o in t  i s  ambiguous. In  t h i s  way th e  o m itted
scene becomes a b lan k  o r  gap f o r  th e  r e a d e r ,  one t h a t  i s  p o s s ib ly
perm anent depending  upon th e  b a s ic  p r o p o s i t i o n s  o f  th e  t e x t .  F u r th e r ,
th e  a u th o r  may e n la r g e  th e  gap by a l lo w in g  d i f f e r e n t  c h a r a c t e r s
w i th in  th e  s t o r y  t o  r e a c t  d i f f e r e n t l y  to  an u n n a r ra te d  scen e .  Gaps
o f  t h i s  type  fu n c t io n  to  co n cea l  som eth ing  a c c o rd in g  to  Norrman
(p . 6 2 ) .  F o r e s h o r te n in g  i s  im p o r ta n t  b ecau se  i t  in v o lv e s  us w i th in
th e  dynamic p ro c e s s  o f  u n co v er in g  c lu e s  and f i l l i n g  in  b la n k s  so
we may b e t t e r  u n d e rs tan d  th e  s t o r y .  As a r e s u l t ,  th e  c o n te x t  of th e
m iss in g  even t ta k e s  on new im p o r tan ce  and we c o n c e n t r a te  on what i s
i n  th e  t e x t  i n s t e a d  o f  what i s  n o t .  F u r th e r ,  we must re a d  between
35th e  l i n e s  w i th  f a r  g r e a t e r  s k i l l  and a c u i t y .
V e rb a l ly  c r e a te d  gaps
Gaps w i th in  a n a r r a t i v e  may a l s o  a r i s e  from l i n g u i s t i c  d e v ic e s .  
As we have s a i d ,  o f t e n  v e r b a l  am b igu ity  r e i n f o r c e s  and supp lem ents  
n a r r a t i v e  a m b ig u ity .  Though n o t  a p a r t  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  d ev ice s
■^Norrman, p . 62. 
^N o rrm an , p . 63.
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p e r  s e , v e r b a l l y  c r e a te d  gaps n e v e r th e l e s s  a f f e c t  th e  n a r r a t i v e  
as such  and b e a r  c o n s i d e r a t i o n .
One d e v ic e  i s  th e  dash  (o r  e l l i p s i s ) , used  e i t h e r  when one 
c h a r a c t e r  does n o t  com ple te  a s e n te n c e  o r  to  i n d i c a t e  an i n t e r ­
r u p t i o n  o f some k in d .  H ere ,  th e  "gap" com prises  only  a few w ords, 
b u t  s i g n a l s  some k in d  o f  e l l i p s i s  and thus  a m b ig u ity .  L i t e r a t u r e  
o f  a l l  k in d s  i s  r e p l e t e  w i th  examples o f  th e  dash used to  i n d i c a t e  
some k in d  o f  s e x u a l  in uendo . An a u th o r  may i n t e n t i o n a l l y  compel 
us to  f i l l  i n  th e  c r e a t e d  b la n k  w i th  a d i r t y  th ough t th rough  th e  
c o n te x t  he has  c r e a t e d .  And i n  t h i s  way th e  a u th o r  s u c c e s s f u l ly  
s h i f t s  th e  blame f o r  th e  inuendo  from h im s e l f  to  th e  r e a d e r  and makes 
th e  r e a d e r  s h a re  i n  c r e a t i n g  th e  f i c t i o n a l  work. Norrman p o in t s  
o u t  a b e a u t i f u l  i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  th e  power o f  t h i s  d ev ice  in  
Laurence S t e r n e ' s  S e n t im e n ta l  J o u rn e y ;
We wonder about th e  m o tives  o f  th e  c h a r a c t e r s ,  Did 
Y o r ic k ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  g ive  th e  s n u f f -b o x  to  th e  F ran ­
c i s c a n  monk i n  an o u tb u r s t  o f  genuine  rem orse o r  m erely  
t o  im press  h i s  lad y  f r i e n d .  . . .  In th e  l a s t  c h a p te r ,  
when Y orick  and th e  lad y  have gone to  bed in  th e  same 
room, h a v in g  made a t r e a t y  n o t  to  c ro s s  a l i n e  o f  de­
m a rc a t io n  between them, S te rn e  ends th e  book w ith  th e  
f o l lo w in g  b la n k :
So t h a t  when I  s t r e t c h ' d  o u t  my hand , I  c augh t ho ld  o f  th e  F i l l e  de 
C ham bre 's—
END OF VOL. I I  (pp . 63-6A, Norrman).
Of co u rse  we w i l l ,  i n  a l l  p r o b a b i l i t y ,  f i l l  i n  th e  gap w i th  some
a p p r o p r i a t e  a n a to m ica l  p a r t  as s u g g e s te d  by th e  c o n te x t .  The dash ,
O CJ Norrman, p. 64.
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h e r e ,  c e r t a i n l y  c r e a t e s  a  gap i n  th e  in fo r m a t io n a l  s t r u c t u r e  which 
in  tu rn  may cause  am b ig u ity  and e q u iv o c a t io n ,
S h i r l e y  J a c k s o n 's  s h o r t  s t o r y  " J a n ic e "  g ives  a n o th e r  example. 
In  t h i s  s t o r y  e x te n s iv e  use o f  th e  dash t o  i n d i c a t e  e x t r a c t i o n  
red u ces  th e  n a r r a t o r ' s  c r e d i b i l i t y .  Because she u ses  the  dash 
so o f t e n ,  we r e a l i z e  t h a t  she  i s  a d a p t in g  th e  s t o r y  and le a v in g  
ou t s e c t i o n s .  As a r e s u l t ,  an am b ig u ity  a r i s e s  as to  h e r  m o t iv a t io n ;  
we canno t be su re  why she t e l l s  t h i s  s t o r y . ^
Sometimes a u th o rs  combine words which seem to  c a n c e l  each 
o th e r  ou t and th u s  c r e a t e  a m b ig u i ty .  A gain, many s t o r i e s  o f  Henry 
James use t h i s  d e v ic e .  For exam ple, i n  What M ais ie  Knew, th e  words 
"u g ly  h o n e s ty "  c r e a t e  a b la n k  by p ro v id in g  " s e l f - e r a s i n g "  word com-
OO
b i n a t i o n s .  Norrman p o in t s  ou t t h a t  "This c o u p l in g  o f  a p o s i t i v e  
a d j e c t i v e  w i th  a n e g a t iv e  noun works l i k e  double  n e g a t iv e s  n e u t r a l ­
i z i n g  each  o th e r  o r  c a n c e l l i n g  each  o th e r  o u t  and c r e a t i n g  a b lan k "  
(p . 7 3 ) .  Such word co m b in a tio n s  c r e a t e  a gap and fo rc e  us t o  pause
d u r in g  which tim e we must r e e v a l u a t e  p a s t  in fo rm a t io n  so  t h a t  we can
39a d e q u a te ly  f i l l  i n  th e  gap w i th  our own meaning.
S im i la r  t o  th e  s e l f - e r a s i n g  word com bina tion  i s  th e  a n t i t h e s i s  
i n  which th e  a u th o r  ju x ta p o s e s  o p p o s i te s  in  o rd e r  to  imply
■^For a d i s c u s s io n  o f  t h i s  t o p i c  s e e  B everly  W hitaker Long e t  
a l . ,  Group Perform ance o f L i t e r a t u r e  (Englewood C l i f f s ;  P r e n t i c e -  
H a l l ,  1977), p. 41.
■^Norrman, pp . 191-92 .
OQJ Norrman, p. 74.
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e q u iv o c a t io n  o f  some k in d .  The a n t i t h e s i s  im p l ie s  t h a t  the  t r u e  mean­
in g  may l i e  somewhere in  between the  two ex trem es .  The answ er, 
however, n e v e r  appea rs  and th e  r e a d e r  must dec ide  fo r  h im se lf .^®  
A n t i t h e s i s  may i n  t h i s  way c r e a t e  am bigu ity  o r  o b s c u r i t y  as  may a l l  
th e s e  o th e r  ty p e s  o f  g aps .
In co m p le te  R ev e rsa ls
L i t e r a r y  a r t i s t s  o f t e n  r e i n f o r c e  a theme they  d e a l  
w i th  i n  t h e i r  work o f  a r t  by l e t t i n g  i t  s p i l l  over i n t o  
th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  betw een th e  work and th e  r e a d e r .
When th e  theme i s  f r a g m e n ta t io n  and d i s c o n t i n u i t y  
S te rn e  in  th e  o r g a n iz a t i o n  o f  h i s  work t r e a t s  th e  
r e a d e r  to  some o f  th e  e x p e r ie n c e  t h a t  th e  c h a r a c t e r s  
have to  s u f f e r .  In  The Confidence^Man M e lv i l le  cons 
th e  r e a d e r  in  the  same way as  h i s  c h a r a c t e r s  con each  
o t h e r ,  p e r p le x in g  him about whom to  t r u s t  i n  o rd e r  to  
g ive  depth  to  h i s  t r e a tm e n t  o f  th e  theme. The r e a d e r  
becomes a v i c t im  o f  th e  book i t s e l f  in  a way t h a t  p a r ­
a l l e l s  th e  c h a r a c t e r s '  e x p e r ie n c e  i n  t h e i r  c o n f r o n ta t io n  
w i th  th e  i n s c r u t a b l e  w orld  on board  th e  F i d e l e . M e l v i l l e ' s  
te c h n iq u e  h e re  i s  one o f  p e r io d ic  re a n ib ig u a t io n . Con­
t r a d i c t i o n s  which seem to  be on th e  p o in t  of b e in g  
disambiguated, a re  su d d en ly  r e v i v i f i e d  as M e lv i l le  
r e i n f o r c e s  th e  a l t e r n a t i v e  which has been growing 
w eaker and th e  r e a d e r  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  he has  been had 
a g a in .
What we have h e re  i s  Herman M e l v i l l e ' s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  and f r e ­
q u e n t ly  employed a m b ig u i ty - c r e a t in g  d e v ice  t h a t  c r i t i c  John C aw elti
A 2has l a b e l e d  th e  in co m p le te  r e v e r s a l . We can borrow t h i s  term  
and app ly  i t  to  a group o f  a m b ig u i ty - c r e a t in g  f i c t i o n a l  methods 
t h a t  r e p e a te d ly  appear i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e s  of some a u th o r s .  C aw elti
^ N o rrm a n ,  p . 77.
41Norrman, p . 13.
A 2John Cawelty. "Some Notes on the  S t r u c t u r e  o f  The C onfidence- 
Man," American L i t e r a t u r e  29 (November 1957): 278-88.
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d e f in e s  th e  in co m p le te  r e v e r s a l  as  a  te ch n iq u e  w h e re in ;
Something i s  p r e s e n t e d ,  a c h a r a c t e r ,  an i n c i d e n t ,  
an i d e a ,  a n y th in g  which might g ive  th e  r e a d e r  some 
c lu e  to  th e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  th e  r e p r e s e n te d  r e ­
a l i t y ;  then  a  c o u n te r  i n c i d e n t  o r  id e a  a p p e a r s ,  
p o w erfu l enough to  d e s t r o y  th e  u s e f u ln e s s  o f  th e  
f i r s t  c lu e ,  b u t  i n s u f f i c i e n t  to  p ro v id e  a founda­
t i o n  f o r  a  new i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  what has  been 
p r e s e n te d .  We a r e  l e f t  in  th e  a i r  w ith  no way 
o f  r e s o lv in g  two m u tu a l ly  e x c lu s iv e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  
(pp. 28 2 -8 3 ) .
O bv ious ly , what C aw elti  and Norrman b o th  d e s c r ib e  h e re  i s  a d e v ice  
which fu n c t io n s  t o  c r e a t e  d i s j u n c t i v e  a m b ig u ity ,  Rimmon d is c u s s e s  
a s i m i l a r  b u t  n o t  i d e n t i c a l  d e v ic e ,  one she c a l l s  " s i n g ly  d i r e c t e d  
c l u e s , "  w here in  th e  n a r r a t i v e  p r e s e n t s  one c lu e  which b a la n c e s  a 
p re v io u s  c lu e  and never  a l lo w s  th e  r e a d e r  to  choose betw een them 
(p . 5 2 ) .  Thus w ith  t h i s  d e v ic e  ev ery  s c e n e ,  e v e n t ,  and c o n v e rsa ­
t i o n  which s u p p o r ts  one p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  e v e n tu a l ly  
b a la n c e s  o th e r  s c e n e s ,  e v e n t s ,  o r  c o n v e r s a t io n s  which su p p o r t  an
/ *3
o p p o s i te  and m u tu a lly  e x c lu s iv e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  As a r e s u l t :
. . . such s in g ly  d i r e c t e d  ev id en ce  [ th e  incom­
p l e t e  r e v e r s a l ]  m om entarily  seems to  o f f e r  the  
com fort o f  d e f i n i t i v e l y  tu r n in g  th e  s c a l e  in  
f a v o r  o f  one o f  th e  m u tu a lly  e x c lu s iv e  pos­
s i b i l i t i e s .  But th e y  soon re c e d e  to  th e  
background , and th e  com fort . . .  i s  f r u s t r a t e d  
when o th e r  p ie c e s  o f  ev id en c e  . . . come to  
th e  f o r e .
This  d e v ice  t h a t  we s h a l l  d e s ig n a te  as an in co m p le te  r e v e r s a l  f r e ­
q u e n t ly  ap p ea rs  i n  the  w r i t i n g s  o f  P i n t e r ,  James, Hawkes, and
43Rimmon, pp. 52-53 . 
^  Rimmon, p . 53.
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M e lv i l l e .  The a u th o r  i n t e n t i o n a l l y  m a n ip u la te s  th e  n a r r a t i v e  in
such a way t h a t  w i l l  u p se t  th e  b a la n c e  between a l t e r n a t i v e  re a d in g s
so  t h a t  th e  r e a d e r  t e e t e r - t o t t e r s  between one o r  th e  o t h e r .  One
a l t e r n a t i v e  p a r t i a l l y  r e p la c e s  a n o th e r  th rough  s p e c i f i c  i n c i p i e n t
c lu e s  t h a t  f o s t e r  th e  new i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ;  b u t  th o s e  new c lu e s  do
n o t  co m ple te ly  remove th e  r e s id u e  o f  th e  f i r s t  r e a d i n g . F l a n n e r y
O 'C onnor 's  s h o r t  s t o r y  "The D isp laced  P erson"  p ro v id e s  us w ith  examples
46o f  th e  in co m p le te  r e v e r s a l  in  o p e r a t io n .  The ambiguous a c t  in  
q u e s t io n  re v o lv e s  around th e  " a c c id e n ta l "  d e a th  o f  a  h i r e d  im m igrant 
w o rk e r ,  Mr. G uizac . The owner o f  th e  farm  on which he w orks, Mrs.
M cIn ty re , a lo n g  w i th  th e  o th e r  farm  w o rk e rs  S u lk ,  a Negro, and
Mr. and Mrs. S h o r t le y ,  th e  dairyman and h i s  w ife — o b v io u s ly  r e s e n t
t h i s  " d i s p la c e d  p e r s o n ’s" p re s e n c e .  H is f o r e ig n  ways and i n a b i l i t y
t o  communicate f o s t e r  s u s p ic io n  i n  th e  o th e r s  which b u i ld s  th ro u g h o u t 
t h e  s t o r y .  The p a r a l l e l  between Guizac and C h r i s t  a r i s e s  h e re  and 
i s  f u r t h e r  r e in f o r c e d  by th e  t i t l e  of th e  s t o r y .  In  the  d ea th  scene  
a t r a c t o r  under which Mr. Guizac i s  w orking  r o l l s  o v e r  h i s  back and 
b re a k s  h i s  s p in e :
Mr. S h o r t le y  had got on the  l a r g e  t r a c t o r  and 
was b ack in g  i t  ou t from under th e  shed . He seemed
t o  be warmed by i t  as  i f  i t s  h e a t  and s t r e n g t h  s e n t
im pulses  up th ro u g h  him t h a t  he obeyed i n s t a n t l y .
He had headed i t  toward th e  sm a l l  t r a c t o r  b u t  he
b raked  i t  on a s l i g h t  i n c l i n e  and jumped o f f  and
tu rn e d  back toward the  shed . Mrs. M cIntyre was
^ N o rrm a n ,  p . 190.
^Som e peop le  w i l l  undoub ted ly  a rgue  t h a t  i ro n y  r a t h e r  th an  
am bigu ity  fu n c t io n s  in  t h i s  s t o r y .  C e r t a i n l y ,  i ro n y  e x i s t s ,  b u t  we 
can argue  t h a t  am bigu ity  o f th e  d i s j u n c t i v e  type  a l s o  o p e ra te s  w i th in  
th e  s t o r y  i n  p a r t  due to  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  an i r o n i c  n a r r a t i v e  v o ic e ,
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lo o k in g  f ix e d ly  a t  Mr, G u iz a c 's  le g s  ly in g  f l a t  
on th e  ground now. She h e a rd  th e  b rak e  on th e  
l a r g e  t r a c t o r  s l i p  and , lo o k in g  up, she saw i t  
move fo rw ard , c a l c u l a t i n g  i t s  own p a th .  L a te r  
she remembered t h a t  she had seen  th e  Negro jump 
s i l e n t l y  o u t  o f  th e  way as i f  a s p r in g  i n  th e  
e a r t h  had r e l e a s e d  him and t h a t  she  had seen  Mr.
S h o r t le y  tu r n  h i s  head  w i th  i n c r e d i b l e  s low ness 
and s t a r e  s i l e n t l y  over h i s  s h o u ld e r  and t h a t  
she had s t a r t e d  to  sh o u t t o  the  D isp laced  P e rso n  
but t h a t  she had n o t .  She had f e l t  h e r  eyes  and 
Mr. S h o r t l e y 's  eyes  and th e  N eg ro 's  eyes come t o ­
g e th e r  i n  one look  t h a t  f r o z e  them in  c o l lu s io n  
f o r e v e r ,  and she had h e a rd  th e  l i t t l e  n o is e  th e  
Po le  made as  th e  t r a c t o r  w heel b ro k e  h i s  backbone.
The two men ra n  fo rw ard  to  h e lp  and she f a i n t e d ,  '
We can argue t h a t  t h i s  p a ra g ra p h  p r e s e n t s  us  w ith  a  c e n t r a l
and perm anent in f o r m a t io n a l  gap, s in c e  we n ev e r  l e a r n  th e  e x a c t  n a tu r e
o f G u iz a c 's  d e a th .  We se e  as  t h e  f i r s t  a l t e r n a t i v e  t h a t  Mr. G u iz a c 's
d e a th  was t o t a l l y  an a c t  o f  f a t e ,  an a c c id e n t  t h a t  th e  o th e r  c h a r a c t e r s
c o n v e n ie n t ly  d ec id ed  to  " l e t  h a p p en ,"  But the  b a s i c  p r o p o s i t i o n s  of
th e  t e x t  e a r l i e r  i n d i c a t e  an e q u a l ly  t e n a b le  a l t e r n a t i v e :  Mr. G u iz a c 's
d ea th  was n o t  a c c i d e n t a l .  In  f a c t ,  Mr. S h o r t l e y ,  Mrs. M cIn ty re , and
Sulk p lanned  i t .  Throughout th e  s t o r y  one i n c i d e n t  a f t e r  th e  o th e r
a l t e r n a t i v e l y  s u p p o r ts  one o r th e  o th e r  o f  th e se  two m u tu a lly
e x c lu s iv e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s .
The D ism issed  A l t e r n a t i v e  
Many s e p a r a t e  d e v ic e s  fu n c t io n  a s  a type  o f  th e  in co m p le te  
r e v e r s a l .  The d ism is se d  a l t e r n a t i v e  i s  one in  which:
^ F l a n n e r y  O 'Connor, A Good Man i s  Hard to  F ind and o th e r  S t o r i e s  
(New York: H a rc o u r t ,  Brace and Company, 195 5 ),  pp , 249-50,
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. . .  a h i n t  i s  b ro u g h t  i n t o  th e  n a r r a t i v e  i n  
n e g a te d  form. T h is  d e v ice  c lo s e l y  resem bles  
i ro n y  i n  i t s  f u n c t i o n .  The r e a d e r  has  to  
p u z z le  ou t w h e th er  o r  n o t  t h e  sen se  o f  th e  
s ta te m e n t  shou ld  be r e v e r s e d  and th e  n e g a t io n  
ig n o re d .
Thus a c h a r a c te r  in t r o d u c e s  an id e a  only  to  d ism is s  i t  im m edia te ly  
i n  h i s  own mind though a r e s id u e  o f  th e  h i n t  rem ains  in  th e  r e a d e r ’ s .  
James f i l l s  The Turn o f  th e  Screw w ith  th e  ty p e  o f  a m b ig u i ty - c r e a t ­
in g  d e v ic e .  For i n s t a n c e ,  th e  governess  w r i t e s ,  " I t  was n o t ,  I  am 
as su re  to -d a y  as  I  was th e n ,  my mere i n f e r n a l  im a g in a t io n ."
H ere , th e  i n t e r n a l  n e g a t io n  o f  th e  se n te n c e  p r e s e n t s  th e  re a d e r  
w i th  two m u tu a l ly  e x c lu s iv e  a l t e r n a t i v e s .  E i th e r  i t  was the  
g o v e r n e s s 's  im a g in a t io n  o r  i t  was n o t .  Norrman p o in t s  ou t t h a t  
James has  made h i s  c h a r a c t e r  s t r u c t u r e  th e  s e n te n c e  so t h a t  " th e  
v e ry  d e n ia l  r e c o g n iz e s  th e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  what i s  d e n ie d .  Even though 
th e  e x i s t e n c e  i s  re c o g n iz e d  on ly  to  be d is m is se d ,  once c a l l e d  up 
i t  becomes a t  th e  l e a s t  a weak p o s s i b i l i t y  and t h e r e f o r e  a m a t te r  
o f  am b ig u ity .
The " n e g a t io n "  o f  th e  d ism is se d  a l t e r n a t i v e  may come abou t in  
th e  form o f p e r j o r a t i v e  w ords , n o t  m erely  a n e g a t io n  in  i t s  s t r i c t e s t  
s e n s e .  Words such  as " s e l f i s h , "  " p e t t y , "  and "g reed y "  may be used to  
d e s c r ib e  a c h a r a c t e r  in t e n d in g  t h a t  th e  r e a d e r  i n t e r p r e t  them in  the  
o p p o s i te  s e n s e .  Of c o u r s e ,  whose i n t e n t i o n s  th ey  a r e ,  th e  sp eak e r  or 
th e  c h a r a c t e r ,  w i l l  make a d i f f e r e n c e  in  how we i n t e r p r e t  them.
4RNorrman, p .  191. 
^ N o rrm an ,  p .  14.
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A uthors  w i l l  use  th e  d ism is se d  a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  c au se  th e  r e a d e r  to  
r e j e c t  th e  f i r s t  a l t e r n a t i v e  o v e r  th e  second o r  to  c r e a t e  am b ig u ity ,  
th u s  d i s a l lo w in g  them to  choose.-*® R e s u l t i n g ly ,  th e  r e a d e r  f e e l s  more 
and more l i k e  th e  c h a r a c t e r s  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  i t s e l f  where each s ign  
o f  p ro o f  seems l i k e  a s ig n  o f  th e  o p p o s i te  o f  what i t  o v e r t l y  seems to  
s ta n d  f o r . ^ ^  The b u i l t - i n  weakness o f  t h i s  type  o f  a m b ig u i ty - c r e a t ­
in g  d ev ice  i s  t h a t  th e  n a iv e  r e a d e r  may miss th e  " t w i s t "  and read
C Oonly  th e  n eg a ted  sen se  o f  t h e  a l t e r n a t i v e .
The Dash
Another type  o f  in c o m p le te  r e v e r s a l  i s  use o f  sh a red  d ia lo g u e  
where a dash s ta n d s  f o r  i n t e r r u p t i o n  o f one c h a r a c t e r ' s  d ia lo g u e  
and marks th e  b o rd e r  betw een two h a lv e s  of an u t t e r a n c e  " sh a re d "  
by two d i f f e r e n t  p e o p le .  Thus one c h a r a c t e r  b e g in s  a s e n te n c e  b u t 
a n o th e r  c h a r a c t e r  f i n i s h e s  i t .  We as  r e a d e r s  a r e  l e f t  t o  guess as 
t o  th e  c o r r e c t n e s s  o f  th e  s u b s t i t u t e d  e n d i n g , s i n c e  we cannot 
s im ply  assume t h a t  th e  i n t e r r u p t i o n  c o n s t i t u t e s  a c o r r e c t  g u ess .
D evices o f  C h a ra c te r
Olson p o in t s  ou t t h a t  c h a r a c t e r  f r e q u e n t ly  c l a r i f i e s  th e
54m o t iv a t io n  f o r  and n a tu r e  o f  an a c t .  In  t h i s  way we may c o r r e c t l y
^®Norrman, p . 18.
■*%orrman, p. 19.
■^Norrman, p , 17.
"^Norrman, pp. 29-30 
O lson, p. 223.
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assume t h a t  a pow er-greedy  duke murdered h i s  k in g ,  a l th o u g h  the  n a tu re  
o f  th e  a c t  i t s e l f  ap p ea rs  e q u iv o c a l .  One way o f s e e in g  th e  i n t e r ­
dependency o f a c t i o n  and c h a r a c t e r  i s  th ro u g h  exam ining d is c o u r se  
s in c e  d i s c o u r s e  between c h a r a c t e r s  r e f e r s  t o  t h e  a c t u a l  m a n i f e s t a t io n  
i n  language o f  ev en ts  t h a t  have o c cu r red  and a re  o c c u r r in g .  We 
i n f e r  c h a r a c te r  from h i s  a c t i o n s ,  h i s  sp eech , and h i s  em otions . 
F u r th e r ,  c h a r a c te r  must n o t  r e s t  upon what i s  done in  a s i n g l e  
i n s t a n c e ,  b u t  what i s  done c o n s i s t e n t l y .  Any c o n t r a d i c t i o n  might 
i n d i c a t e  am b ig u ity .  A g iven  i n d i v i d u a l  may r e a c t  one way to  h i s  
f r i e n d s  and a n o th e r  t o  h i s  enem ies . But b o th  s e t s  of a c t i o n s  may 
be c o n s i s t e n t  w i th  h i s  o v e r a l l  c h a r a c t e r . ^
C h a ra c te r  M o tiv a t io n  
The d e v ice s  used to  r e v e a l  o r  mask a c h a r a c t e r ' s  m otives  o f te n  
e x i s t  as c lu e s  to  show some a s p e c t  o f  th e  r e a d in g  i s  meant to  be 
e q u iv o c a l .  These c lu e s  p ro v id e  ways o f  c r e a t i n g  an incom ple te  
r e v e r s a l  so  t h a t  th e  r e a d e r  r e a l i z e s  am bigu ity  i s  o p e r a t in g .  Such 
c lu e s  may grow out o f  o u r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  a  c h a r a c t e r  and h i s  
p o t e n t i a l  m o tiv e s .  In  H am let, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  we may f i r s t  i n t e r p r e t  
C la u d iu s 's  speech  as an a c t — f o r  he i s  n o t  m ere ly  s a y in g  som eth ing , 
b u t  do ing  som ething  by s a y in g  i t .  A lso  th e  a c t  must be  c o n s id e re d  
in  a l l  i t s  known c i rc u m s ta n c e s .  The c irc u m stan c es  o f  m otive  may
^^Rinnnon, p . 35. 
^ O l s o n ,  p . 234.
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f o r c e  a com plete  r e v i s i o n  o f  o u r  c o n cep tio n  o f  th e  a c t  i t s e l f , ^
In  a n o th e r  i n s t a n c e  th e  t e x t  may le a v e  u n ex p la in ed  a c h a r a c t e r ' s
m o tiv e s ,  th e re b y  c a l l i n g  f o r  c o n f l i c t i n g  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  on th e  p a r t  
58o f  th e  r e a d e r .  We may th u s  c l a s s i f y  two k in d s  o f  am b igu ity  a s s o ­
c i a t e d  w ith  c h a r a c t e r  m o tiv e .  F i r s t  we may have inco m p le te  knowledge 
o f  a c h a r a c t e r ' s  m o tiv e s .  The a u th o r  o r  n a r r a t o r  sim ply w ith h o ld s  
in fo r m a t io n .  We cannot u n d e rs ta n d  th e  m otive  b eh ind  an a c t io n  
because  the  m otive i s  l e f t  u n e x p la in e d .  Thus we as r e a d e r s  must 
i n t e r p r e t  th e  a c t i o n  based  on th e  c lu e s  we do have. A second k ind  
of am bigu ity  may a r i s e  when c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  a r i s e  between a c h a r a c t e r ' s  
s u r f a c e  meaning and h i s  " r e a l "  meaning. In  o th e r  words we see  some 
d is c rep a n c y  i n  what th e  c h a r a c t e r  says  and what he means. Here 
a g a in ,  we canno t be su re  i f  he says  what he means. As a r e s u l t ,  
am b igu ity  a r i s e s .  For example, a c h a r a c t e r ' s  a c t i o n  may g ive  r i s e  
t o  an incom ple te  r e v e r s a l  by g iv in g  a " t w i s t "  to  a s ta t e m e n t ,  a c t ,  
o r  look  t h a t  the  r e a d e r  would o th e rw ise  tak e  a t  f a c e  v a lu e .  For 
i n s t a n c e ,  we judge  one lad y  bumping i n t o  a n o th e r  as an a c c id e n t ,  
u n t i l  th e  a u th o r  d e s c r ib e s  a c e r t a i n  k in d  o f  s i n i s t e r  look  in  the  
f i r s t  l a d y 's  eyes  and we r e a l i z e  th e  a c c id e n t  was no a c c id e n t  a t  a l l .  
T h is ,  o f  c o u rs e ,  re sem bles  th e  n e g a t io n  o f  a  d ism is se d  a l t e r n a t i v e .  
H ere , though , th e  " n e g a t io n "  can come n o t  only  from w ords, b u t from
5^01son, p, 227.
C ORimmon, p. 144.
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th e  d e s c r i p t i o n  we r e c e iv e  o f  a  look o r  g la n c e .  Th is  d e v ice  fu n c t io n s  
i n  "The D isp laced  P e rson"  where th e  n a r r a t i o n  d e s c r ib e s  one ch a rac ­
t e r ,  Mr. S h o r t l e y ,  a t  th e  moment th e  t r a c t o r  i s  abou t to  r o l l  over 
and b reak  th e  sp in e  o f  Mr, Guizac: " . . .  Mr. S h o r t le y  tu r n [ e d ]  h i s
head w i th  i n c r e d i b l e  s low ness  and s t a r e [ d ]  s i l e n t l y  over h i s  sh o u ld er  
. ,59
. . • • H ere , th e n ,  i s  an in co m p le te  c lu e  a s  to  Mr. S h o r t l e y 's  
m o tiv e s .  Because he t u r n s  away, we cou ld  accuse  him o f " l e t t i n g "
Mr. G u iz a c 's  d e a th  happen. This  ty p e  o f  c lu e  can fu n c t io n  in  a 
way to  " in c o m p le te ly  r e v e r s e "  what th e  s to r y  had le d  us to  b e l i e v e  
b e f o r e .  We may p e rc e iv e  t h i s  ty p e  o f  c lu e  only  a f t e r  we reco g n ize  
t h a t  am b ig u ity  i s  o p e r a t in g .  On a s u p e r f i c i a l  re a d in g  th e  c lu e
f iOmight go u n n o t ic e d .  Thus am bigu ity  a f f e c t s  c lu e s  s u g g e s t in g  i t  
and v ic e  v e r s a .
C o g n it iv e  Clues and M isu n d ers tan d in g s  
Whereas th e  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  c lu e s  we have j u s t  d is c u s s e d  concern  
m otives  u n d e r ly in g  a c h a r a c t e r ' s  b e h a v io r  o r  d i s c o u r s e ,  c o g n i t iv e  
c lu e s  concern  h i s  th o u g h t p r o c e s s e s .  In  o th e r  w ords, c lu e s  a re  
c o g n i t iv e  i f  th e y  r e f e r  to  how a c h a r a c t e r  a r r i v e s  a t  what he knows 
o r  th in k s  he k n o w s .^  For i n s t a n c e ,  two a p p a r e n t ly  r e l i a b l e  c h a ra -  
t e r s  may i n t e r p r e t  one p a r t i c u l a r  s ig n  i n  two d i f f e r e n t  ways. Thus
^^O 'Connor, p . 249. 
^Rimmon, p . 143, 
^Rimmon, p . 145.
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communication between them w i l l  be i n h i b i t e d  j u s t  a s  am bigu ity  w i l l
62a r i s e  i n  t h e  mind o f  th e  r e a d e r .  S im i l a r ly ,  how c h a r a c t e r s  respond  
to  and i n t e r p r e t  c o n v e r s a t io n s  and s ig n s  may r e s u l t  in  m isunder-  
s t a n d i n g s , one type  o f  c o g n i t iv e  c lu e .  M isu n d ers tan d in g s  may a r i s e  
w i th in  th e  language  o f  c o n v e r s a t io n  " n o t  on ly  as s e r io u s  and s i g n i ­
f i c a n t  m utua l m is ta k es  in  th e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  th e  meaning of o n e ’ s 
p a r t n e r  i n  a d ia lo g u e ,  b u t  a l s o  as  t r i v i a l ,  b r i e f  m isu n d e rs tan d in g s  of
sounds, words or p h ra s e s  which a re  c l e a r e d  up by q u e r ie s  and r e p e t i -  
6 3t i o n s . "  M isu n d e rs tan d in g s  f u n c t io n  a t  th e  l e v e l s  o f  c h a r a c t e r  and 
r e a d e r  s in c e  a m isu n d e rs ta n d in g  betw een c h a r a c t e r s  may con fuse  th e  
r e a d e r  as  to  th e  p ro p e r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  th e  m isu n d ers to o d  a c t .
When we i n t e r p r e t  a m isu n d e rs ta n d in g  between c h a r a c t e r s  as  such and 
then  a t t r i b u t e  c o r r e c t n e s s  to  one c h a r a c t e r ' s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  t h a t  
m isu n d e rs ta n d in g ,  we r e v e a l  a g r e a t  d e a l  about o u r s e lv e s  and which of 
th e  l a t e n t  meanings we choose to  a c t i v a t e .  In  th e  same way, the  
c h a r a c t e r  fo cu ses  a t t e n t i o n  upon h i s  o r  h e r  c o g n i t iv e  p ro c e s s e s  by 
i n t e r p r e t i n g  c o r r e c t l y  o r  i n c o r r e c t l y  a s i t u a t i o n  o r  ev en t  o r  a c t .  
Anytime a m isu n d e rs ta n d in g  o c c u rs  i t  may p o in t  to  some e s s e n t i a l  
in fo rm a t io n  which in  tu rn  may fu n c t io n  as  a p a r t i a l  c lu e  to  su p p o rt  
one o f  two a l t e r n a t i v e s .  But u n t i l  th e  m is u n d e rs ta n d in g  c l e a r s  up, 
we as  r e a d e r s  remain in  a s t a t e  o f  no t knowing which s id e  to  b e l i e v e .
^Rimmon, p . 228. 
^ N o rrm a n ,  p. 192,
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C h a ra c te r s  can evade an i s s u e  i n  a d i s c u s s io n  o r  th e  a u th o r  can use 
m isu n d e rs ta n d in g s  f o r  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  o r  f o r  c l a n d e s t in e  communication 
w i th  th e  r e a d e r .
C o n t r a d ic t io n s
When two o r  more c h a r a c t e r s  c o n t r a d i c t  one a n o t h e r f we see  
o p e r a t in g  one o f  th e  s im p le s t  a m b ig u i ty - c r e a t in g  d e v ic e s .  For 
in s t a n c e  two c h a r a c t e r s  may t e l l  two d i f f e r e n t  v e r s io n s  o f  th e  same 
s t o r y  to  a t h i r d  c h a r a c t e r .  U nless  we know t h a t  one o f  th e  two i s  
u n r e l i a b l e ,  we ( l i k e  th e  t h i r d  c h a r a c t e r )  w i l l  be faced  w ith  a 
c o n t r a d i c t i o n .  In  "The F ig u re  i n  th e  C arp e t"  f o r  exam ple, one 
c h a r a c t e r ,  C orv ick , t e l l s  th e  n a r r a t o r  t h a t  he and a n o th e r  c h a r a c t e r ,  
h i s  fo rm er f ia n c e e  a r e  n o t  engaged. L a t e r ,  th e  f in a n c e e  says  t h a t  
th e y  a r e  engaged. Whom does th e  n a r r a t o r  b e l i e v e ?  S i m i l a r l y ,  what 
does th e  r e a d e r  do i f  one c h a r a c t e r  l i e s  and th e  r e a d e r  does no t know 
o r  canno t d e c ip h e r  w hich c h a r a c t e r  i s  ly in g ?  This d ev ice  c r e a t e s  
d i s j u n c t i v e  am b ig u ity  u n t i l  th e  b a s i c  p r o p o s i t i o n s  o f  th e  t e x t  prove 
one o f  th e  c h a r a c t e r s  u n r e l i a b l e  o r  some o th e r  r e s o l u t i o n  o c c u rs .
The r e a d e r  must s tu d y  th e  m o tiv es  o f  each  c h a r a c t e r  in  o rd e r  to  see  
what m otive each  m ight have f o r  l y in g .  Thus, as Norrman p o in t s  o u t ,  
" th e  am b ig u ity  f u r t h e r s  o u r  i n t e r e s t  b o th  i n  th e  c h a r a c t e r s  and th e  
p l o t . " 64
I n  l i k e  manner am bigu ity  may a r i s e  when we as  r e a d e r s  h e a r  th e  
te s t im o n y  o f  a d ece iv ed  c h a r a c t e r .  The uninform ed so u rc e  can cause
^Norrman, p. 27, footnote 25.
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am bigu ity  due to  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  o r  s im ple  l a c k  o f  c l a r i t y  w i th in  the  
n a r r a t i v e .
P e c u l i a r  Logic
An a u th o r  may a l s o  su g g e s t  am bigu ity  by a l lo w in g  a c e r t a i n  c h a r ­
a c t e r  to  f i l l  o u t  "g ap s"  w i t h i n  th e  s t o r y  t o  s u i t  h i s  needs and 
p e c u l i a r  l o g i c . ^  No c h a r a c t e r  i s  immune to  s e l f - d e c e p t i o n  any more 
th an  we a re  i n  r e a l  l i f e .  Some c h a r a c t e r s ,  however, develop  a tw is t e d  
k in d  of lo g ic  i n  which th e y  can e scap e  th e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  of r e s ­
ponding  to  th e  w orld  w i th in  which they  l i v e . When a c h a r a c t e r  l i v e s  
i n  h i s  own r e a l i t y  and le a d s  a l i f e  o f  p e r c e p t io n  t o t a l l y  un ique  to  
him, i t  u s u a l ly  le a d s  us to  s u s p e c t  th e  v a l i d i t y  o f  what he s a y s .
In  Thomas T ry o n 's  The O th e r , th e  presum ably r e l i a b l e  n a r r a t o r  tu rn s  
o u t to  be a t o t a l l y  demented c h a r a c t e r .  In  r e t r o s p e c t  we must go 
b ack  o v e r  a l l  o f  h i s  acco u n t because  we now know he e x i s t s  i n  h i s  
own r e a l i t y  and h i s  p e c u l i a r  lo g ic  may have d i s t o r t e d  e v e r y th in g  he
t o l d  u s .  In  Hawkes's The Blood O ranges , we f i n d  t h a t  C y r i l ’ s r e l i a ­
b i l i t y  as a n a r r a t o r  i s  s u s p e c t  i n  p a r t  because  o f  th e  p e c u l i a r  lo g ic  
he has  developed  to  cope w i th  an u n co m fo r tab le  s i t u a t i o n .  And in  
Eudora W e l ty 's  "Why I Live a t  th e  P .O ."  S i s t e r ' s  s t o r y  i s  t a i n t e d  
by th e  p e c u l i a r  l o g i c  she has developed  as  a re sp o n se  to  h e r  j e a l ­
ousy and p a r a n o ia .  Because S i s t e r  has  such an a c u te  p e r s e c u t io n  
complex and because  sh e  i s  so s u b j e c t i v e  b o th  i n  h e r  t e l l i n g  and
^^Norrman, p. 47.
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showing us p a s t  e v e n ts  t h a t  l e d  t o  h e r  le a v in g  home, we canno t 
ta k e  h e r  s t o r y  a t  fa ce  v a lu e .  Her p e r s p e c t iv e  i s  so b ia s e d  t h a t  i t  
o b v io u s ly  d i s t o r t s  h e r  s t o r y  and we as r e a d e r s  must r e a l i z e  th e s e  
d i s t o r t i o n s .  S e v e ra l  sm a l l  a m b ig u i t ie s  a r i s e  i n  t h i s  c l e v e r  s h o r t  
s t o r y  as a r e s u l t  o f  S i s t e r ' s  p r e ju d ic e .  For i n s t a n c e ,  S i s t e r  makes 
h e r  views b l a t a n t l y  c l e a r  abou t h e r  s i s t e r  S t e l l a ' s  two y e a r  o ld  c h i l d .  
Through sarcasm  and innuendo she im p l ie s  t h a t  th e  c h i l d  i s  n o t  adopted 
as  S te l la -R o n d o  c la im s ,  and th u s  su g g e s ts  h e r  s i s t e r  "had" to  g e t  
m a r r ie d .  A l l  th e  o th e r  c h a r a c t e r s  in  th e  s to r y  b e a r  ou t S t e l l a -  
Rondo' s  c la im  t h a t  th e  c h i ld  i s  in d eed  ad op ted . She says  she  can 
p rove  i t ,  b u t  i f  S t e l l a  o f f e r s  p r o o f ,  S i s t e r  n ev e r  b o th e r s  to  l e t  us 
in  on i t .  Thus we have S i s t e r ' s  word a g a i n s t  th e  words o f  th e  o th e r  
c h a r a c t e r s ,  and s in c e  S i s t e r  so o b v io u s ly  p e rc e iv e s  h e r s e l f  and 
o th e r s  i n  a d i s t o r t e d  manner, we cannot tak e  S i s t e r ' s  word a t  fa ce  
v a lu e .  We must r e a l i z e  t h a t  p e c u l i a r  lo g ic  i s  o p e r a t in g  h e re  as a 
p o t e n t i a l  a m b ig u i ty - c r e a t in g  d e v ic e .
S te re o ty p e s
F i n a l l y ,  when an a u th o r  s t e r e o ty p e s  c e r t a i n  c h a r a c t e r s  we may 
d i s t r u s t  t h e i r  a c t i o n s  and b e h a v io r  i f  th e  r e s t  o f  th e  s t o r y  i s  r e a l ­
i s t i c a l l y  d e p ic t e d .  The a u th o r  h e re  may have i n t e n t i o n a l l y  d e s ig n ed  
th e  s t e r e o ty p i n g  i n  o rd e r  to  draw a t t e n t i o n  to  th e  u n r e l i a b i l i t y  of 
th e  c h a r a c t e r .  F u r th e rm o re ,  t h i s  may be a s ig n a l  as  to  th e  
p r o b a b i l i t i e s  which a r e  o p e r a t in g  w i th in  th e  s t o r y .
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A m biguity o f  S e t t i n g  
John Hawkes's te c h n iq u e  o f  a l t e r n a t i n g  dream and r e a l i t y  c r e a t e s  
a m b ig u i t ie s  which a r i s e  w i th in  th e  s e t t i n g  of th e  s t o r y .  In  o th e r  
w ords, th e  s e t t i n g  i t s e l f  becomes ambiguous because  we canno t t e l l  
w h e th er  we a re  v iew ing  e v e n ts  i n  th e  dream o r  r e a l  s e t t i n g .  This 
t e c h n iq u e ,  un ique to  th e  f i c t i o n  of John Hawkes, o f f e r s  a n o th e r  
a m b ig u i ty - c r e a t in g  d e v ic e .
D evices o f  P o in t  o f  View 
Many o f  t h e  d e v ic e s  j u s t  d i s c u s s e d  app ly  to  p o in t  of view 
i f  th e  n a r r a t o r  i s  a c h a r a c t e r  i n  th e  s t o r y .  For i n s t a n c e ,  C y r i l  
The Blood Oranges i s  b o th  n a r r a t o r  and a c h a r a c t e r .  As a r e s u l t ,  
h i s  p e c u l i a r  l o g i c  a f f e c t s  n o t  only  h i s  t e l l i n g  o f th e  s to r y  b u t  
h i s  a c t i o n s  w i th in  the  s t o r y  as a c h a r a c t e r .  Ambiguity can a r i s e  
in  o th e r  ways because  o f  p o in t  o f  view .
S h i f t i n g  P o in t  o f  View 
Sometimes s e v e r a l  n a r r a t o r s  e x i s t  in  th e  same s to r y .  This 
may cause s e q u e n t i a l  a m b ig u ity  because  s e v e r a l  n a r r a t o r s  e x i s t  
s im u l ta n e o u s ly  w ith  whom we can i d e n t i f y .  A lthough B r o n te 's  
W uthering  H e igh ts  i s  n o t  i n  i t s e l f  an ambiguous n o v e l ,  i t  does 
c o n ta in  more th a n  one n a r r a t o r .  The h o u sek eep er  t e l l s  th e  s t o r y  
to  Lockwood who then  t e l l s  th e  s t o r y  to  u s .  John U p d ik e 's  The
^R im m on, p .  39 ,
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C en tau r  s i m i l a r l y  c o n ta in s  a s h i f t i n g  p o in t  o f  view which le a d s  to  
c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  in  t h e  s t o r y .  A m b ig u it ie s  a r i s e  as  a r e s u l t  o f  
th e s e  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s .  Anytime we c o n f ro n t  such  a s h i f t  i n  p o in t  o f  
view  we must ask o u r s e lv e s  i f  we can t r u s t  th e  d i f f e r e n t  v ie w p o in ts .  
Suppose they  p r e s e n t  c o n f l i c t i n g  in fo rm a t io n ?  Then we a re  faced  
w i th  th e  same k in d  o f a m b ig u ity  t h a t  o ccu rs  i n  a n a r r a t i v e  in  which 
two d i f f e r e n t  c h a r a c t e r s  p r e s e n t  c o n f l i c t i n g  in fo r m a t io n .  We must 
a l s o  ask  o u rs e lv e s  what t h e i r  m otives  a r e  f o r  t e l l i n g  th e  s t o r y  and 
how t h e i r  r o l e  in  the  a c t i o n  a f f e c t s  t h e i r  v i s i o n  o f  th e  e v e n ts  th ey  
d e s c r i b e . ^
Bouncing P o in t  o f  View
R e la te d  to  b u t  d i f f e r e n t  from a c t u a l  s h i f t s  i n  p o in t  of view
i s  a bounc ing  v ie w p o in t .  F o r s t e r  f i r s t  l a b e l e d  t h i s  te c h n iq u e  of
Afts h i f t i n g  th e  p o in t  o f  view as  "bouncing"  which i s  p o s s ib l e  only  
w ith  th e  t h i r d - p e r s o n  o m n isc ien t  p o in t  of v iew . What happens o s te n ­
s i b l y  i s  t h a t  a l l  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  th e  o m n isc ien t  and l im i t e d
69p o in t  o f  view b le n d .  And anytim e a bouncing  p o in t  o f  view  e x i s t s ,  
th e  r e a d e r  has  t o  make h i s  own d e c i s io n  about th e  c h a r a c t e r s  and 
e v e n ts  d e s c r ib e d .  In  Jam es’ s " In  th e  Cage" we see  a m b ig u i t ie s  a r i s i n g  
because  o f  th e  m ix tu re  o f  p o in t s  o f  view , Which a l t e r n a t i v e  th e  
r e a d e r  a c c e p ts  depends on th e  c o n t e x t . ^  In  "The D isp lac e d  P erson"
^ R a b a n ,  p . 35.
68 ,Raban, p . 36.
^ R a b a n ,  p . 36.
^ N o rrm an ,  p .  145.
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p a r t  o f  th e  am b ig u ity  a r i s e s  a s  a r e s u l t  o f  bouncing  p o in t  o f  view  
th ro u g h o u t  th e  s t o r y .  Most o f  th e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  th e  s t o r y  i s  f i l t e r e d  
to  us th ro u g h  th e  b ia s e d  ey es  o f Mrs. S h o r t l e y ;  th u s  in fo rm a t io n  
r e g a r d in g  th e  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  and m otives  o f  Mr, Guizac o r  h e r  husband 
c a r r i e s  a co ncom itan t p r e j u d i c e .  The n a r r a t o r ,  tho u g h , p r e s e n t s  most 
o f  t h e  second h a l f  of th e  s t o r y  th ro u g h  Mrs, M cIn ty re ’ s e y es .  The 
d ea th  scene  in  p a r t i c u l a r  invokes s p e c i a l  i n t e r e s t  becau se  d e s c r ip ­
t i v e  n a r r a t i o n  s h i f t s  from th e  n a r r a t o r - p r o p e r  to  th e  p o in t  o f  view 
o f  Mrs. M cIn ty re . I f  th e  n a r r a t o r  had p r e s e n te d  h e r  own o m n is c ie n t ,  
r e l i a b l e  accoun t and n o t  w i th h e ld  in f o r m a t io n ,  th e  am bigu ity  would 
n o t  e x i s t .
N a r r a to r  U n r e l i a b i l i t y
We can s e e ,  to o ,  t h a t  n a r r a t o r  r e l i a b i l i t y  p la y s  a key r o l e
n o t  on ly  i n  i r o n i c  s t o r i e s  b u t in  ambiguous n a r r a t i v e s  as  w e l l .
Some o f  ou r  g r e a t e s t  c h a l l e n g e s  i n  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  a r i s e  when we
p e r c e iv e  a s to r y  th ro u g h  th e  eyes of an a p p a r e n t ly  u n r e l i a b l e
n a r r a t o r . ^  Abrams p o in t s  o u t  t h a t  "Henry James made r e p e a te d  use
of th e  n a r r a t o r  whose e x c e s s iv e  in n o c en c e ,  o r  o v e r s o p h i s t i c a t i o n ,  or
7 9m oral o b tu s e n e s s ,  makes him a flaw ed and d i s t o r t i n g "  n a r r a t o r .
The r e s u l t ,  a c c o rd in g  to  Abrams, i s  t h a t  an e l a b o r a t e  s t r u c t u r e  of 
c o n f l i c t i n g  in fo rm a t io n  " f r u s t r a t e s  th e  r e a d e r  becau se  he la c k s
71-Booth, p .  339,
72M.H. Abrams, A G lo ssa ry  o f  L i t e r a r y  Terms, 3d e d , ,  (New York: 
H o l t ,  R in e h a r t  and W inston , 1971 ), p. 136.
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s u f f i c i e n t  c lu e s  to  d e te rm in e  what th e  a u th o r  in te n d e d  as  th e  t r u e  
f a c t s  o f  th e  ca se "  (p . 1 3 6 ) ,  In  J a m e s 's  MThe Aspern P a p e rs "  and 
"The L ia r"  th e  a p p a r e n t ly  u n r e l i a b l e  n a r r a t o r s  i n t e n s i f y  and r e i n ­
f o r c e  th e  c e n t r a l  a m b ig u i t i e s .  I n  J am e s 's  The Turn o f th e  Screw the
c e n t r a l  am bigu ity  r e s t s  upon our view o f  th e  g o v e r n e s s 's  r e l i a b i l i t y  
73as  a n a r r a t o r .  John Hawkes f r e q u e n t ly  u ses  f i r s t - p e r s o n  n a r r a t o r s  
whose r e l i a b i l i t y  i s  s u s p e c t ,  TMuch o f  th e  am bigu ity  t h a t  a r i s e s  in  
Second S k in , The Blood O ran g es , T r a v e s ty , and D e a th , S le e p , 6̂ The 
T r a v e le r  s tem s from our i n a b i l i t y  t o  d i s c e r n  w h e th er  o r  n o t  th e  f i r s t -  
p e rso n  n a r r a t o r s  a r e  r e l i a b l e  o r  n o t .  We must remember, though , t h a t  
i f  we f i n a l l y  d i s c e r n  th e  n a r r a t o r  i s  u n r e l i a b l e ,  th e  s t o r y  becomes 
i r o n i c  and n o t  ambiguous. I t  i s  on ly  when we can n o t p o s i t i v e l y  
d e c id e  w h e th er  o r  n o t  t h e  n a r r a t o r  i s  u n r e l i a b l e  t h a t  we have t r u e  
am b ig u i ty .
O s c i l l a t i o n  w i t h i n  a S in g le  P o in t  o f  View 
C lo se ly  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  s h i f t i n g  v ie w p o in ts  i s  th e  
e f f e c t  o f  an o s c i l l a t i o n  o f  a t t i t u d e  in  a s i n g l e  v ie w p o in t .  This 
v a c i l l a t i o n  can sometimes cau se  u n re so lv e d  c o n f l i c t s  t h a t  e v e n tu ­
a l l y  m a n i fe s t  th em se lv es  a s  some type  o f  a m b ig u ity  t o  th e  r e a d e r ,
In  L aw rence 's  Sons and Lovers  (n o t an ambiguous work in  and o f  i t s e l f )  
th e  n a r r a t o r  shows e v id e n c e s  o f  a v a c i l l a t i n g  a t t i t u d e  toward both
^ A l th o u g h  Booth c a l l s  t h i s  an example of u n i n t e n t i o n a l  a m b ig u i ty ,  
Ritttmon and o th e r s  s e e  i t  a s  a c e n t r a l  d e v ic e  c o n t r i b u t i n g  to  th e  long  
d e b a te d  q u e s t i o n  o f  am b ig u ity  i n  th e  James n o v e l ;  s ee  Rimmon, pp. 116- 
29 and B ooth , pp . 339-74.
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P au l and Miriam. As a r e s u l t ,  we p e r c e iv e  him as im m ature , b u t  be­
cause  he s t r i v e s  to  o r d e r  and reduce  h i s  am b iv a len t  f e e l i n g s ,  a 
c h a o t i c ,  jum bled s t r u g g l e  t r a n s l a t e s  to  th e  r e a d e r  which may g ive  
r i s e  to  tem porary  a m b ig u ity .  And t h i s  k in d  of o s c i l l a t i o n  in  th e  
n a r r a t o r ' s  view r e i n f o r c e s  t h e  c e n t r a l  enigma i n  J a m e s 's  "The F ig u re  
i n  th e  C a r p e t . s i n c e  ou r  concep t o f  w he ther o r  n o t  a f i g u r e  e x i s t s  
i n  th e  c a r p e t  depends upon th e  n a r r a t o r ' s  v iew .
Ambiguity i n  F i r s t - P e r s o n  N a r ra t io n
A uthors f r e q u e n t ly  use  f i r s t - p e r s o n  p o i n t  o f  view when they  
w ish  to  e s t a b l i s h  a g r e a t e r  sen se  o f  immediacy w ith  t h e i r  r e a d e r s .  
However, by so d o in g , th e  a u th o r  s a c r i f i c e s  th e  o b j e c t i v i t y  t h a t  th e  
t h i r d - p e r s o n  n a r r a t o r  may b r i n g  to  th e  s t o r y .  F i r s t - p e r s o n  n a r r a t i o n  
i s  n e c e s s a r i l y  l im i t e d  i n  view  to  th e  i n s i g h t s  o f  th e  n a r r a t o r .  We 
a s  r e a d e r s  supplem ent t h i s  view by our own i n f e r e n c e s  drawn from 
b a s i c  p r o p o s i t i o n s  o f  th e  t e x t .  T h e re fo re ,  th e  l im i t e d  view o f the  
f i r s t - p e r s o n  n a r r a t o r  may m is le a d  u s .  In  th e  same way t h a t  we do, th e  
f i r s t - p e r s o n  n a r r a t o r  must draw in f e r e n c e s  as  t o  how o th e r s  a re  f e e l ­
in g  and what th ey  a r e  t h in k in g  and , as  a r e s u l t ,  th e  n a r r a t o r ,  l i k e  
th e  r e a d e r ,  i s  open to  th e  same k in d s  o f m is ta k e s .  We must c o n s id e r  
th e  l i m i t a t i o n s  and i d i o s y n c r a c i e s  of any f i r s t - p e r s o n  c h a r a c t e r -  
n a r r a t o r ,  s in c e  we o b ta in  in fo r m a t io n  from him. This  c o n s id e r a t io n
75i s  im p e ra t iv e  s in c e  he may b e ,  to  one e x t e n t  o r  a n o th e r ,  u n r e l i a b l e .
74Rimmon, p . 134.
^ R .  F. D i e t r i c h  and Roger H. S u n d e l l ,  e d s . ,  The A rt o f  F i c t i o n , 
A Handbook and Anthology (New York: H o l t ,  R in e h a r t  and W inston , 1967), 
p . 113.
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F u r th e r  D ie t r i c h  and S u n d e l l  p o in t  o u t  t h a t :
While a  l im i t e d  p o in t  o f  view does add to  th e  
c r e d i b i l i t y  and l i f e l i k e n e s s  o f  th e  s t o r y ,  i t s  
narrow  an g le  o f  v i s i o n  o f te n  poses  f o r  th e  w r i t e r  
t h e  d i f f i c u l t  p roblem  o f  f in d i n g  d e v ice s  t h a t  
w i l l  ex tend  th e  range  o f knowledge o f  th e  p o in t  
o f  view c h a r a c t e r .
Because the  w r i t e r  must s e a rc h  f o r  such ’’e x te n d in g  d e v ic e s , "  he may
c r e a t e  am bigu ity . For exam ple, one way in  which th e  a u th o r  may
ex tend  th e  f i r s t - p e r s o n  n a r r a t o r ' s  range  o f  knowledge i s  to  s h i f t  th e
p o in t  o f  view which we have a l r e a d y  d is c u s s e d  a s  a p o s s ib l e  so u rce
o f  s e q u e n t i a l  am b ig u ity ;  o r  he may a l lo w  th e  n a r r a t o r  o r  a c h a r a c te r
w i th in  th e  s to r y  t o  " e n t e r "  i n t o  th e  heads  o f  o th e r  c h a r a c t e r s  and
h y p o th e s iz e  as t o  what th e  c h a r a c t e r s '  th o u g h ts  a r e ,  Henry James
and John Hawkes bo th  use t h i s  te c h n iq u e .  James used t h i s  te ch n iq u e
in  o rd e r  to  avo id  o m n isc ien t  n a r r a t o r  i n s t r u s i o n ,  a l th o u g h  th e  two
d ev ice s  a re  much th e  same. The prob lem  a r i s e s  i n  t h a t  th e  re a d e r
may f o r g e t  t h a t  t h e s e  i n t r u s i o n s  a re  on ly  th e  supposed words of the
o th e r  c h a r a c t e r .  And s in c e  th e  f i r s t - p e r s o n  n a r r a t o r  (o r  any l im i t e d
n a r r a t o r )  must n e c e s s a r i l y  i n t e r p r e t  and i n f e r ,  we must r e a l i z e  t h a t
th e s e  in f e r e n c e s  may be i n c o r r e c t .  We m ust, t h e r e f o r e ,  c o n s id e r
a u t h o r ' s  "quo ted"  i n t e r i o r  monologues as  p o t e n t i a l  a m b ig u i ty - c r e a t in g
d e v i c e s . ^
^ D i e t r i c h  and S u n d e l l ,  p . 113. 
^ N o rrm an , pp. 24 -25 , 28-29,
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Ambiguity i n  T h i rd -P e rso n  N a r ra t io n  
Even when we have a t h i r d - p e r s o n  n a r r a t o r  where om nisc ience  
i s  l im i t e d  t o  a s i n g l e  c h a r a c t e r ,  th e  e f f e c t  re sem bles  t h a t  of th e  
f i r s t - p e r s o n  n a r r a t o r ,  b e c a u se ,  a g a in ,  we se e  e v e n ts  th ro u g h  the  
e x p e r ie n c e s ,  f e e l i n g s ,  and re s p o n se s  o f  a s in g le  c h a r a c t e r .  With th e  
o m n isc ien t  t h i r d - p e r s o n  p o in t  o f  v iew , how ever, problem s o f ambi­
g u i ty  may a r i s e  because  we a re  l e d  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  the  n a r r a t o r  
r e p o r t s  f a c t s  a lo n e .  And s i n c e  he has  p r iv i l e d g e d  a c c e s s  to  any 
c h a r a c t e r ' s  th o u g h ts ,  f e e l i n g s ,  and e m o tio n s ,  we may no t r e a l i z e  t h a t  
th e  q u e s t io n  o f  h i s  r e l i a b i l i t y  n e c e s s a r i l y  a r i s e s .
D is ta n c e  i n  Time 
A ll  n a r r a t i v e s  c r e a t e  some type of time scheme. A n a r r a t o r  
t e l l s  h i s  s t o r y  in  th e  p r e s e n t  b u t  th e  ev en ts  he n a r r a t e s  g e n e r a l ly  
occur i n  th e  p a s t .  Thus how c lo s e  to  th e  time o f  th e  a c t u a l  even t 
th e  n a r r a t o r  r e t e l l s  h i s  s t o r y  may accoun t f o r  d i s t o r t i o n  and am b ig u ity . 
For i n s t a n c e ,  d i s t a n c e  betw een th e  tim e o f an e v en t  and th e  n a r r a t o r ' s  
remembrance o f  i t  can r e s u l t  in  in a cc u ra c y  in  i t s  r e p o r t  w ith  any b u t  
th e  r e l i a b l e ,  o m n isc ien t  n a r r a t o r .  As a r e s u l t ,  we a r e  g iven  one s e t  
of c lu e s  t h a t  c o r r o b o r a te  a p a r t i c u l a r  o v e r a l l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  when 
we l a t e r  d is c o v e r  t h a t  the  n a r r a t o r ' s  v e r s io n  o f th e  s t o r y  has 
been  d i s t o r t e d  by t im e . In  "The D isp laced  P e r s o n ,"  f o r  example,
Mr. M cIntyre  only  l a t e r  remembered s e e in g  Sulk jump o u t  o f  th e  way 
o f  th e  moving t r a c t o r  as i f  i n t e n t i o n a l l y  a l lo w in g  G u iz a c 's  d e a th .  
D i s t o r t i o n  cou ld  accoun t f o r  t h i s  in f o r m a t io n ,  s in c e  a tim e la g  
e x i s t s  between what she  remembered and what a c t u a l l y  t r a n s p i r e d .
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Anytime we c o n s id e r  th e  n a r r a t o r ,  we must a l s o  c o n s id e r  when he t e l l s  
h i s  s t o r y  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  th e  e v e n ts  n a r r a t e d  becau se  t h i s  may a f f e c t  
h i s  r e l i a b i l i t y .  As a  r e s u l t ,  r e a d e r s  sh o u ld  be on guard f o r  words 
p o in t in g  t o  a marked d i f f e r e n c e  i n  th e  tim e  between th e  e v en t  as  i t  
o ccu r red  and th e  even t as n a r ra te d .^ ®
Summary
Am biguity , as we have s e e n ,  can m a n ife s t  i t s e l f  in  a v a r i e t y  
o f  ways in  th e  n a r r a t i v e  s t r u c t u r e .  In  p ro se  f i c t i o n  in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  
a u th o rs  can c r e a t e  o r  i n t e n s i f y  am bigu ity  by m a n ip u la t in g  gaps in  
th e  n a r r a t i o n  t h a t  o p e ra te  on th e  l e v e l s  o f  c e n t r a l i t y  ( im p o r ta n c e ) ,  
d u r a t io n  (how long  they  l a s t ) ,  l e v e l  a t  which s i t u a t e d  ( d i s c o u r s e  
o r  c o n t e n t ) ,  and manner f i l l e d  ( th ro u g h  our own p r i o r  knowledge o r  
by th e  t e x t ) .  We have a l s o  seen  t h a t  th e  e x a c t  d e s ig n s  o f  p r o b a b i l i t y  
o p e r a t in g  w i th in  and o u t s i d e  th e  work a r e  im p o r tan t  i n  d e te rm in in g  
how a r e a d e r  may b e s t  f i l l  i n  a gap. Ambiguity may a l s o  a r i s e  th rough  
th e  d e v ice  o f  f o r e s h o r t e n i n g ,  a s p e c i a l  ty p e  o f n a r r a t i v e  gap. 
V e r b a l ly - c r e a te d  gaps may even i n t e n s i f y  n a r r a t i v e  am b ig u ity .
A second m ajor c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  o f  a m b ig u i ty - c r e a t in g  d e v ice s  
comes under th e  h e ad in g  o f  Incom ple te  r e v e r s a l s  in  which we a re  p re ­
s e n te d  some in fo rm a t io n  which te m p o ra r i ly  tu rn s  th e  t i d e  o f  th e  
readerfe i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i n  f a v o r  o f  one a l t e r n a t i v e  and i s  p a r t i ­
c u l a r l y  im p o r tan t  i n  c r e a t i n g  d i s j u n c t i v e  a m b ig u ity .  Examples of
78see Long e t  a l . ,  f o r  c lu e s  a s  to  p e rfo rm ance .
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t h i s  d e v ic e  in c lu d e  th e  d ism is se d  a l t e r n a t i v e ,  m isu n d e rs tan d in g s  
between c h a r a c t e r s ,  p e c u l i a r  l o g i c ,  and c o n t r a d i c t i o n s ,  P o in t  of 
view and a l l  t h a t  i t  e n t a i l s  may a l s o  c r e a t e  am bigu ity  i n  th e  
n a r r a t i v e ,  F i r s t -  and t h i r d - p e r s o n  n a r r a t o r s  w hether o m n isc ien t  o r  
l i m i t e d  can cause  s p e c i a l  problem s t h a t  may r e s u l t  i n  am b ig u ity .  
L ik ew ise ,  u n r e l i a b i l i t y ,  s h i f t i n g  p o in t s  o f  v iew , o s c i l l a t i o n  in  
a s i n g l e  v ie w p o in t ,  and d i s t a n c e  can i n t e n s i f y  o r  c r e a t e  ambi­
g u i ty .  P a r t i c u l a r  ty p e s  o f  ambiguous n a r r a t i v e s  (such as  th e  i n v e r t e d  
o r  r e t r o s p e c t i v e l y  ambiguous s t o r y ,  th e  enigma n a r r a t i v e  in  which th e  
fundam enta l am b igu ity  a r i s e s  e a r l y  i n  th e  s t o r y ,  and th e  genre  known 
as th e  f a n t a s t i c )  may employ any o r a l l  o f  th e  d e v ic e s .  The n ex t  
c h a p te r  w i l l  d i s c u s s  th e  perform ance  o f  n a r r a t i v e  a m b ig u ity ,  The 
d e v ic e s  d is c u s s e d  i n  t h i s  c h a p te r  w i l l  be a p p l ie d  in  C hapter  VI to  
th e  e a r l y  w r i t i n g s  o f  a u th o r  John Hawkes in  o rd e r  to  r e v e a l  s p e c i f i c  
im p l i c a t io n s  f o r  t h e i r  perform ance  and perform ance o f th e  n a r r a t i v e  
i n  g e n e r a l .
CHAPTER V
THE PERFORMANCE OF NARRATIVE AMBIGUITY
Thus f a r  we have c o n s id e re d  what am bigu ity  i s ,  how i t  f u n c t io n s  
in  i t s  l i n g u i s t i c  and n a r r a t i v e  c a p a c i t i e s ,  how v a r io u s  s c h o la r s  
p e r c e iv e  i t ,  and th e  a c t u a l  d e v ic e s  an a u th o r  has a v a i l a b l e  to  c r e a t e
i t  i n  a n a r r a t i v e  t e x t .  At t h i s  p o in t  we need to  c o n s id e r  i t s
r e l a t i o n s h i p  to  perfo rm ance— t h a t  i s ,  how th e  i n t e r p r e t e r  can pe rfo rm  
n a r r a t i v e  am b igu ity  in  ways t h a t  p re s e rv e  a n d /o r  f e a t u r e  i t .  F i r s t  
o f  a l l ,  he must d is c o v e r  i f  a m b ig u ity  o p e ra te s  in  th e  t e x t .  He must
o f c o u rs e ,  lo o k  f o r  c lu e s  (o r  la c k  o f  them) which p o in t  to  th e
p re s e n c e  of a m b ig u i t i e s .  He can approach  t h i s  d is c o v e ry  in  s e v e r a l  
d i f f e r e n t  ways. P e rh a p s ,  a f t e r  re a d in g  th e  n a r r a t i v e ,  he may be 
s t r u c k  by th e  a m b ig u ity .  He must th e n  go back  over th e  t e x t  and 
s e a rc h  ou t th e  s p e c i f i c  c lu e s  which d i r e c t e d  h i s  i n s i g h t s  in  one 
d i r e c t i o n .  Then he must uncover th o se  c lu e s  t h a t  must e x i s t  in  o rd e r  
to  i n d i c a t e  an o p p o s i te  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  These opposing  s e t s  o f  c lu e s  
( s in g ly  d i r e c t e d  c lu e s )  may appear in  any form. For i n s t a n c e ,  in  
John Hawkes's e a r l y  n o v e l s ,  s t e r e o ty p i n g  o f c h a r a c t e r s  p ro v id e s  
c lu e s  t h a t  am b igu ity  o p e r a t e s .  In  The Blood O ran g es , a l a t e r  n o v e l ,  
our s u s p ic io n  as  to  th e  n a r r a t o r ,  C y r i l ' s ,  r e l i a b i l i t y  p la c e s  the  
v a l i d i t y  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  a t  s t a k e  and r e n d e r s  s e v e r a l  key in c i d e n t s  
ambiguous. Whatever th e  a m b ig u i ty - c r e a t in g  d e v ic e s ,  we must be on
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guard  f o r  them (keep ing  i n  mind t h a t  new w r i t e r s  may v e ry  e a s i l y
c r e a t e  new d e v i c e s ) .
At t h i s  p o i n t ,  i t  m ight be w ise  f o r  th e  p e rfo rm er  to  make an 
a c t u a l  l i s t  o f  gaps o r  d e v ic e s  which c o n t r i b u t e  to  and c r e a t e  
am b ig u i ty .  Such a l i s t  w i l l  h e lp  d i r e c t  h i s  perfo rm ance  approach  
th ro u g h o u t th e  e n t i r e  r e h e a r s a l  p e r io d .  More im p o r ta n t ly ,  t h i s  
l i s t  can p rev en t  pe rfo rm ance  m is ta k e s  t h a t  may unduly  w e ig h t  one 
o f  th e  a l t e r n a t i v e s .  In  o th e r  w ords, t h i s  l i s t  o f  c lu e s  w i l l  
p ro v id e  a v i s i b l e  framework w i th in  which th e  r e a d e r  can a d ap t  th e  
work f o r  p e rfo rm ance . In  v i r t u a l l y  a l l  p e rfo rm an ces ,  he must ad ap t  
th e  l i t e r a t u r e  to  meet th e  time r e q u i re m e n ts .  Only a v e ry  few 
s i t u a t i o n s  r e q u i r e  no tim e c o n s t r a i n t s .  As w i th  perfo rm ance  of a l l  
l i t e r a t u r e ,  i n t e r p r e t e r s  must n o t  d e s t r o y  th e  e sse n ce  o f  th e  s e l e c ­
t i o n  th ro u g h  a poor or c a r e l e s s  a d a p t a t i o n .  In  th e  case  o f  ambiguous 
n a r r a t i v e s  i t  i s  doubly  im p o r ta n t  to  guard a g a in s t  d e l e t i n g  c lu e s  
le a d in g  to  and u n d e rs c o r in g  th e  am b ig u ity  in h e r e n t  w i th in  th e  t e x t .  
Even i f  an i n t e r p r e t e r  c u t s  a_ s i n g l e  c lu e  (and h e re  I  am speak ing  
b ro a d ly  o f  any a m b ig u i ty - c r e a t in g  d e v i c e ) , he may i n a d v e r t e n t l y  u p se t  
th e  d e l i c a t e  b a lan ce  between d i f f e r i n g  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  and u n w i t t in g ly  
w eigh t one o f  th e  a l t e r n a t i v e s .  For exam ple, in  any of Hawkes’ s 
e a r l y  works where time w arping dom inates  th e  s t r u c t u r e ,  p e rfo rm ing  
scen es  ou t of sequence may c l a r i f y  t h e i r  c h ro n o lo g ic a l  o r d e r ,  bu t i t  
would d e s t r o y  th e  time w arping d ev ice  and th u s  th e  a m b ig u ity .
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Or in  any n a r r a t i v e  where c lu e s  su g g es t  opposing  c h a r a c te r  
m o t iv a t io n s ,  c u t t i n g  even one c lu e  m ight f o r c e  th e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  
i n  one d i r e c t i o n  o r th e  o t h e r .  I d e a l l y ,  p e r fo rm ers  shou ld  avo id  a l l  
c u t t i n g  o f  th e  a u t h o r ' s  t e x t ,  b u t  s in c e  p r a c t i c a l i t y  n e c e s s i t a t e s  
t h i s ,  th ey  must c a r e f u l l y  d e a l  w i th  ambiguous l i t e r a t u r e  and avoid  
d e l e t i n g  any c lu e s  which p o in t  to  i t s  p re s e n c e .
Solo and Group Perform ance 
What we have c o n s id e re d  up to  t h i s  p o in t  i s  a p a r t  of th e  p r e ­
perform ance  p r o c e s s ,  a n a l y s i s .  Though t h i s  phase  i s  no l e s s  impor­
t a n t  th an  th e  perfo rm ance  i t s e l f ,  i t  i s  th ro u g h  a c t u a l  perform ance  
t h a t  i n t e r p r e t e r s  can f e a t u r e  th e  am b ig u ity .  The rem a in d er  o f  t h i s  
c h a p te r  w i l l  su g g es t  s p e c i f i c  te c h n iq u e s  and a s p e c t s  of perform ance 
which may h e lp  to  p re s e rv e  and u n d e r l in e  th e  am b igu ity  in  a n a r r a t i v e .  
Depending upon w he ther  we perfo rm  i n  a group o r a lo n e ,  we may f e a t u r e  
a s p e c t s  of th e  ambiguous n a r r a t i v e  in  v a r io u s  ways.
Solo Perform ance 
P ro b ab ly  th e  most u s e f u l  and im p o r tan t  method a v a i l a b l e  to  th e  
s o lo  p e r fo rm er  i s  h i s  a b i l i t y  to  s e l e c t  th e  e x a c t  m en ta l  o u t lo o k  t h a t  
he w i l l  pe rfo rm . In  o th e r  w ords, th e  so lo  p e r fo rm er  i s  on ly  one 
p e rso n  p e rfo rm in g  one a c t i o n  a t  any g iv en  t im e ,  and b ecau se  o f t h i s  
l i m i t a t i o n ,  he can and must s e l e c t  who he w i l l  be and what he w i l l  
be d o in g .  He can perfo rm  on ly  one p o in t  o f  view  a t  any g iv en  t im e , 
w hereas  in  group perfo rm an ce ,  (because  a s i n g l e  c h a r a c t e r  can be
r e p r e s e n te d  by more th a n  one p e r fo rm e r ) ,  s e v e r a l  p o in t s  o f  view can 
be perform ed a t  once. But we cou ld  n e v e r  ex p ec t  th e  s o lo  p e rfo rm er 
to  p la y  a l l  p o in t s  o f  v iew  a t  once. T h e re fo re ,  i f  th e  s o lo  perfo rm er 
c o n f ro n ts  a s h i f t i n g  o r  bouncing  p o in t  o f  view  t h a t  c r e a t e s  s e q u e n t i a l  
a m b ig u ity ,  he can s h i f t  h i s  p o in t  of view  w ith o u t  em phasiz ing  any 
s i n g l e  p o in t  of view as  " c o r r e c t . "  I f  i n s t e a d  o f  s h i f t i n g  p o in t s  of 
v iew , th e  am b igu ity  a r i s e s  a s  a r e s u l t  o f  p o s s i b l e  n a r r a t o r  u n r e a l i -  
a b i l i t y ,  a g a in  th e  s o lo  p e rfo rm er  must ta k e  c a re  to  make co n sc io u s  
c h o ic e s  in  term s o f a c t i o n s  t h a t  w i l l  show e q u iv o c a t io n .  He may 
have decided  t h a t  th e  n a r r a t o r  i s  u n r e l i a b l e  i n  h i s  own mind, b u t 
i f  he f in d s  an a c t io n  i n d i c a t i v e  o f  r e l i a b i l i t y  in  th e  t e x t ,  he must 
pe rfo rm  the  a c t i o n  in  a r e l i a b l e  f a s h io n .  In  t h i s  way, th e  so lo  
p e rfo rm er  w i l l  s e l e c t  and perfo rm  a c t i o n s  which su g g es t  one s t a t e  of 
mind o r th e  o t h e r .  O bv io u s ly ,  problem s m ight a r i s e  f o r  th e  so lo  
p e rfo rm er  when he t r i e s  t o  r e p r e s e n t  o r  p la y  a m b ig u i t i e s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  
i n  te rm s o f  c h a r a c t e r s '  m o t iv e s .  I f  th e  t e x t  i n d i c a t e s  am bigu ity  in  
term s o f  a c h a r a c t e r ' s  m o t iv e s ,  th en  th e  t e x t  m ight tempt th e  p e r ­
form er to  r e l y  on i n e x p r e s s iv e n e s s .  I n e x p r e s s iv e n e s s ,  though , w i l l  
n o t  p r e s e rv e  th e  am b ig u ity  anymore than  w i l l  c o n s c io u s ly  f a v o r in g  
one a l t e r n a t i v e  in  p e rfo rm an ce . I n e x p re s s iv e n e s s  s im ply  c r e a t e s  a 
b land  perform ance which may d e s t r o y  th e  l i t e r a t u r e  and i t s  e f f e c t s .
In  th e  case  o f  d i s j u n c t i v e  am bigu ity  a g a in  th e  p e rfo rm er  can  do one 
of two t h i n g s .  F i r s t ,  he can t r y  to  d is c o v e r  an a c t i o n  ( e i t h e r  m en ta l  
o r  p h y s ic a l )  t h a t  i s  w orkab le  f o r  him, b u t  a t  th e  same tim e one t h a t
164
w i l l  n o t  r e s o lv e  th e  a m b ig u ity  f o r  th e  a u d ie n c e .  As a p a r t  o f  t h i s  
d i s c o v e ry ,  he w i l l  p ro b a b ly  do w e l l  to  f in d  a s u b te x t  f o r  th e  a c t i o n  
t h a t  w i l l  n o t  d isam b ig u a te  i t .  I f  th e  p e rfo rm er  f i n d s  t h a t  h i s  sub­
t e x t  p re su p p o ses  a c e r t a i n  m en ta l  o u t lo o k  o r s t a t e ,  he must perform  
t r u e  to  t h a t  o u t lo o k  and f in d  o th e r  ways o f  r e t a i n i n g  th e  e q u iv o ca l  
n a tu r e  o f  th e  l i n e  o r  a c t i o n .  P ro b ab ly  th e  b e s t  te ch n iq u e  a v a i l a b l e  
to  him grows out o f  one s e t  o f  a m b ig u i ty - c r e a t in g  d e v ic e s — th e  incom­
p l e t e  r e v e r s a l — in  which two s e t s  o f  c lu e s ,  each le a d in g  to  a d i f f e r e n t  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  a r e  in c lu d e d .  Here, th e  p e rfo rm er  can c r e a t e  opposing  
s u b te x t s  fo r  th e  two s e t s  of c lu e s  and p la y  them h o n e s t ly .  He w i l l  
n o t  have to  worry about a r r i v i n g  a t  an a c t i o n  t h a t  rem ains ambiguous. 
I n s t e a d ,  he can a t  one p o in t  p la y  C y r i l  i n  The Blood Oranges as 
u n r e l i a b l e  and a t  a n o th e r  p o in t  a s  r e l i a b l e ,  a s  th e  t e x t  d i c t a t e s .
In  t h i s  way he w i l l  p ro lo n g  th e  am b ig u ity  i n  h i s  perform ance as long 
a s  th e  am bigu ity  re m a in s .  A so lo  p e rfo rm er i s  p ro b a b ly  n o t  in  much 
danger o f  a c c i d e n t a l l y  r e s o lv in g  am b ig u ity  in  h i s  p e rfo rm an ce . But 
u n l ik e  th e  m u l t ip l e  r e a d e r s  in  a group perfo rm ance , he does n o t have 
s p e c i f i c  te c h n iq u e s  a v a i l a b l e  to  him th rough  which he can f e a t u r e  th e  
a m b ig u i ty .  T h is  i s  n o t  to  s u g g es t  t h a t  a c r e a t i v e  so lo  p e rfo rm er  
must r e l y  on th e  in e x p r e s s iv e  o r b land  perform ance  to  embody an 
ambiguous t e x t .  Any good p e rfo rm er  w i l l  d is c o v e r  ways o f  embodying 
th e  am b igu ity  of a t e x t  j u s t  a s  he f i n d s  ways o f  embodying th e  
n a r r a t o r  o r  c h a r a c t e r s  th ro u g h  h i s  a c t u a l  p e rfo rm ance . But as  w ith  
a l l  p e rfo rm an c es ,  th o se  d i s c o v e r i e s  w i l l  le ad  to  d i f f e r e n t  te c h n iq u e s  
and methods f o r  each  i n d i v i d u a l .
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Anytime th e  s o lo  i n t e r p r e t e r  perfo rm s a c h a r a c t e r  whose m otives  
a r e  u n e x p la in ed  th u s  r e n d e r in g  h i s  a c t i o n s  ambiguous, th e  p e rfo rm er  
must be c a r e f u l  n o t  to  w e igh t one o r  th e  o th e r  a l t e r n a t i v e s  w ith  
s p e c i f i c  f a c i a l  e x p r e s s io n s .  A gain, in e x p re s s iv e n e s s  i s  no t th e  answer 
u n le s s  th e  t e x t  c a l l s  f o r  an i r r e s o l u t e  and e x p r e s s io n le s s  f a c e .  The 
key i s  n o t  to  d e s t r o y  th e  ambiguous n a tu r e  of Hawkes’ s (o r  any) t e x t s  
th rough  c o n s c io u s ly  w e ig h t in g  one a l t e r n a t i v e .  The so lo  p e rfo rm er  
must n ev er  go beyond th e  re a so n a b le  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  of th e  t e x t  to  f in d  
ways of p r e s e r v in g  a m b ig u ity .
Group Perform ance 
Simply because  o f  th e  n a tu r e  o f group perfo rm ances  which use  
m u l t ip l e  r e a d e r s ,  c e r t a i n  te c h n iq u e s  a v a i l  them selves  to  t h i s  media 
t h a t  th e  s o le  p e rfo rm er  cannot a d a p t .  For example, groups may use 
a l l  th o se  te c h n iq u e s  which i n d i c a t e  th e  n o n - l i t e r a l  o r  sym bolic  l e v e l  
o f  l i t e r a t u r e  t o  u n d e rsc o re  c e r t a i n  a m b ig u i ty - c r e a t in g  d e v ic e s .  Use 
o f  slow m otion  can i n d i c a t e  a dream o r  h a l l u c i n a t o r y  sequence in  
group perfo rm ance  which could  a l s o  u n d e rsco re  ambiguous s c e n e s .  In  
The Goose on th e  G rave , r e a d e r s  m ight e l e c t  to  pe rfo rm  in  slow m otion 
th e  a c t i o n  d e s c r ib in g  th e  monks as  th ey  i n c i n e r a t e  A d e p p i 's  mother 
a s  th e  n a r r a t o r  d e s c r ib e s  i t .  C e r t a i n ly  r e a d e r s  cou ld  pe rfo rm  in  a 
s i m i l a r  manner many o f  th e  h a l l u c i n a t o r y  scen es  in  C h a r i v a r i .
Using scen es  of s im u lta n eo u s  a c t i o n  where a l l  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  
in  th e  same scene a t  th e  same tim e could  f e a t u r e  th e  tim e w arp ings 
in  Hawkes's e a r l y  n o v e ls .  Or p e rh ap s  th e  s p l i t  s c r e e n  te c h n iq u e  in
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which p e r fo rm e rs  p r e s e n t  d i f f e r e n t  a c t i o n  s im u l ta n e o u s ly  on o p p o s i te  
s i d e s  o f  th e  s ta g e  cou ld  i l l u m i n a t e  th e  sen se  o f  i n c o m p a t i b i l i t y  of 
a l t e r n a t i v e s .  In  c o n ju n c t io n  w ith  t h i s  te c h n iq u e ,  p e r fo rm ers  might 
choose to  employ f r e e z e s  o r  even pantomime i n  f e a t u r i n g  a l t e r n a t i v e s  
o r  u n c e r t a i n t y .  For exam ple, in  The Blood O ranges , Hugh’ s hanging  
d e a th  i s  e q u iv o ca l  because  C y r i l  i n s i s t s  i t  was an a c c id e n t  w h ile  th e  
d e s c r i p t i o n  c o r r o b o r a te s  s u i c i d e .  D uring th e  n a r r a t i o n ,  a  group 
re a d in g  might perform  th e  two d i f f e r e n t  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  i n  slow m otion 
pantomime u s in g  th e  s p l i t  s c r e e n  e f f e c t  so t h a t  n e i t h e r  a l t e r n a t i v e  
ta k e s  p rec ed e n ce .  Or a n o th e r  p o s s i b i l i t y  would be s im ply  to  f r e e z e  
th e  a c t i o n  w h ile  th e  n a r r a t i o n  o ccu rs  so t h a t  no v i s i b l e  p ro o f  e x i s t s  
to  su p p o r t  one i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o r  the  o th e r .
Repeated a c t i o n s  p ro v id e  a n o th e r  way o f  p e rfo rm in g  ambiguous 
e v e n ts  o r  a c t i o n s .  H ere, th e  group may perfo rm  a sce n e ,  f r e e z e  th e  
a c t i o n  m om en ta r ily ,  and then  w ith  s t y l i z e d  a c t i o n  r e v e r s e  and r e p e r -  
form i t  i n  th e  way s u g g e s t iv e  of th e  o th e r  a l t e r n a t i v e .  And c e r t a i n l y ,  
v i s u a l  e lem en ts  such a s  l i g h t i n g ,  m usic , costum es , and makeup can a l l  
h e lp  to  f e a t u r e  any s o r t  o f  a m b ig u ity .
I f  we c o n s id e r  H awkes's  works we can see  how th e s e  ty p e s  of 
group perform ance te c h n iq u e s  may h e lp  f e a t u r e  th e  am b ig u ity  o f  h i s  
w orks. C onsider h i s  use  o f  tim e w arp in g . Here a g a in  any o f th e  
te c h n iq u e s  of group perform ance  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  used t o  i n d i c a t e  non­
l i t e r a l  e lem en ts  o f  th e  s e l e c t i o n  may work. P e rfo rm in g  th e  opening  
dream sequence in  C h a r iv a r i  in  slow m otion m ight h e lp  to  s e t  th e  mood
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o f  th e  e n t i r e  n o v e l .  I n  a s e a sh o re  sequence  in  which Henry Van 
m is ta k e s  a  woman in  th e  b la c k  h a t  f o r  h i s  w i f e ,  Emily, we might 
employ a f r e e z e  of th e  scene  a t  th e  moment b e fo re  th e  woman appea rs  
and r e l y  on th e  n a r r a t i v e  d e s c r i p t i o n .  In  t h i s  way we would n o t  have 
to  commit o u r s e lv e s  one way o r  th e  o th e r  to  s u g g e s t in g  t h a t  th e  woman 
i s  o r  i s  n o t  Em ily. R a th e r ,  th e  p o in t  would rem ain ambiguous.
F u r th e r ,  mood l i g h t i n g  (b lu e )  m ight be used to  su g g es t  th e  equ ivo ­
c a t i o n  o f  th e  sequence i t s e l f — f o r  we do n o t  know i f  i t  i s  r e a l  o r  
imagined a c t i o n .  In  h i s  works in  which a g r e a t  d e a l  o f  t im e-hopp ing  
o ccu rs  (such a s  in  Second S k in , 1964) u s in g  two o r  more p e r fo rm ers  
a s  n a r r a t o r s  would u n d e rsc o re  th e  d i s t a n c e  between th e  t e l l i n g  o f  
and o c cu r ren c e  o f  e v e n ts .  C e r t a i n ly ,  in  th o se  scen es  from th e  p a s t  
t h a t  Hawkes seems to  p lunk  down in  th e  m iddle  o f  th e  p r e s e n t ,  use 
o f  a s p e c i a l i z e d  a r e a  on th e  s ta g e  may h e lp  to  i n d i c a t e  th e  time and 
p la c e  w arp ing . However, th e  group must be s u re  to  in c lu d e  th e  same 
v i s u a l  c lu e s  ( l i g h t i n g ,  m usic) f o r  b o th  th e  p a s t  and p r e s e n t  scenes  
so a s  to  r e t a i n  th e  am b ig u i ty .
C e r ta in ly ,  r e a d e r s  i n  a group perfo rm ance  shou ld  a c q u a in t  them­
s e lv e s  a s  to  th e  u se s  o f  masks and c e r t a i n  costum es. In  many ca se s  
th e  a n c i e n t  Greek concep t o f  u s in g  whole fa c e  masks does away w ith  
one v e ry  r e a l  problem  i n  t r y i n g  to  p r e s e r v e  th e  am bigu ity  in  c h a r a c t e r  
a c t i o n s — i t  h id e s  f a c i a l  e x p r e s s io n .  Anytime a c t i o n s  seem u n c le a r  
o r  e q u iv o c a l ,  p e r fo rm ers  may i n a d v e r t e n t l y  w e igh t one a l t e r n a t i v e  by 
p e rfo rm in g  c e r t a i n  f a c i a l  e x p r e s s io n s .  Even i n  th e  case  o f  th e  monks
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i n c i n e r a t i n g  th e  m o ther ,  th e  p e r fo rm e rs  m ight r e v e a l  m o tiv es  by hav ing  
a  demented o r grim  look  on t h e i r  f a c e s  t h a t  th e  t e x t  l e a v e s  i n t e n ­
t i o n a l l y  u n e x p la in e d .  The mask would remedy t h i s  d isam b ig u a t io n  and 
in s t e a d  le a v e  open th e  e q u iv o c a l  n a tu r e  o f  th e  c h a r a c t e r s  and t h e i r  
a c t i o n s .
One o f th e  b e s t  ways o f  r e t a i n i n g  th e  am bigu ity  su rro u n d in g  
th e  r e l i a b i l i t y  o f  Hawkes's f i r s t - p e r s o n  n a r r a t o r s  in  h i s  l a t e r  works 
i s  to  use  two p e r fo rm e rs ,  one o f  whom perfo rm s th e  u n r e l i a b l e  s id e  
and one of whom perfo rm s th e  r e l i a b l e  s i d e .  With S k ipper in  Second 
Skin a young p e rso n  could  pe rfo rm  th e  n a iv e ,  u n s o p h i s t i c a te d  s id e ,  
w h ile  an o ld e r  p e rfo rm er  (someone c lo s e  to  S k ip p e r ' s  age) p o r t r a y s  
h i s  more r e l i a b l e  s i d e .  R egard ing  C y r i l  i n  The Blood O ranges, th e  group 
m ight want to  use  two p e rfo rm ers  o r  they  might r e l y  on slow m otion ,
l i g h t i n g  e f f e c t s ,  o r  even music when th e  s t o r y  i s  f i l t e r e d  th rough  
th e  mind o f  C y r i l  which seems l e s s  th a n  r e l i a b l e .
Whatever th e  group perfo rm ance  d o es ,  t h e i r  goa l i s  to  p re s e rv e  
and f e a t u r e  th e  a m b ig u i t i e s  i f  a t  a l l  p o s s i b l e .  In  some c a se s  they  
may n o t  be a b le  to  f in d  v i s u a l  o r  a u r a l  ways o f  t o t a l l y  p re s e r v in g  
every  i n d i c a t i o n  o f  a m b ig u i ty .  In  t h i s  c ase  they  s t i l l  want to  tak e  
c a re  n o t  to  emphasize one a l t e r n a t i v e  over th e  o th e r  o r  we w i l l  
d e s t r o y  th e  a m b ig u ity .  I f  th e y  p e rfo rm  c e r t a i n  a c t i o n s  and le av e  
o th e r s  o u t ,  th ey  may a c t u a l l y  d e s t r o y  th e  e q u iv o c a l  n a tu r e  of th e  
a c t i o n .  For i n s t a n c e ,  to  end a pe rfo rm ance  of T ra v e s ty  w ith  the  
sound o f a c a r  c ra s h  would v i r t u a l l y  n e g a te  th e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  t h a t
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Papa i s  an u n r e l i a b l e  n a r r a t o r  and i s  r e a l l y  a lo n e  and s im ply  p l o t t i n g  
in  h i s  mind th e  way he would purge h im s e l f  o f  h i s  w i f e ' s  and d a u g h te r 's  
l o v e r .  C e r t a i n l y ,  a b e t t e r  c h o ic e ,  more i n  keep ing  w i th  th e  e q u iv o ca l  
n a tu r e  o f  th e  t e x t ,  would be to  have a qu ick  b la c k o u t  on th e  l a s t  l i n e  
and end th e  p ro d u c t io n  w i th  s i l e n c e  and no c u r t a i n  c a l l .  In  t h i s  way, 
th e  perform ance  le a v e s  u n c le a r  w he ther  o r  n o t  a wreck o c c u rs .
Both group and s o lo  pe rfo rm ances  can p re s e rv e  and u n d e r l in e  
o r  d e s t r o y  th e  am b ig u ity  in  John Hawkes's w orks. Anytime a  p e r f o r ­
mer goes beyond th e  re a s o n a b le  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  th e  work and imposes 
h i s  own ch o ice s  on th e  t e x t  he c r o s s e s  over i n t o  th e  world o f  d i s ­
t o r t i o n .  P erfo rm ing  C y r i l  o r  S k ipper o r  Papa a s  e i t h e r  t o t a l l y  
r e l i a b l e  o r  u n r e l i a b l e  a g a in  d e s t r o y s  th e  in h e r e n t  am bigu ity  of 
th e  t e x t  and th u s  m i t i g a t e s  th e  p o t e n t i a l  v a lu e  o f  th e  am b ig u i ty .  We 
must r e a l i z e  t h a t  am b ig u ity  in  a work does n o t  end th e  need f o r  making 
perfo rm ance  c h o ic e s ;  c h o ic e s  become focused  i n t o  th e  rea lm  o f  d e c i s io n s  
as  to  how b e s t  to  p r e s e r v e  th e  l i t e r a t u r e ' s  e q u iv o c a l  n a tu r e .  G ran ted , 
group perform ance  may re n d e r  some of th e  a c t u a l  p e rfo rm in g  l e s s  
d i f f i c u l t  s in c e  i t  i s  und o u b ted ly  e a s i e r  on th e  p e rfo rm er  i f  he 
p la y s  e i t h e r  good o r  bad . With group p e rfo rm an ce ,  one way o f d e a l in g  
w i th  th e  am bigu ity  would be  to  u se  two d i f f e r e n t  p e r fo rm e rs ,  w hereas 
w i th  s o lo  perfo rm ance  th e  i n t e r p r e t e r  canno t p la y  good and bad a t  
th e  same t im e ; in s t e a d  he must make h i s  c h o ice  b u t  choose perform ance  
te c h n iq u e s  t h a t  a l t e r n a t e l y  p o in t  t o  one i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o r  th e  o th e r .
One group p ro d u c t io n  t h a t  o c c u r red  a t  th e  U n iv e r s i ty  of 
N orth  C a ro l in a  a t  Chapel H i l l  r e v e a l s  how group perform ance  can
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i l l u m i n a t e  and f e a t u r e  th e  am bigu ity  i n  a tex t. '* ' A r e a d e r s  t h e a t r e  
p ro d u c t io n  o f  Henry Jam es’s The Turn o f  th e  Screw sough t to  under­
s c o re  th e  ambiguous n a tu r e  o f th e  t e x t  r a t h e r  than  m inim ize or
r a t i o n a l i z e  i t ,  s i n c e ,  a c c o rd in g  to  th e  d i r e c t o r ,  th e  am bigu ity  was
2c e n t r a l  to  th e  s c r i p t .  In  o rd e r  t o  do t h i s ,  th e  p ro d u c t io n  used
t h r e e  d i f f e r e n t  n a r r a t o r s  each r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  th e  g o v e rn e ss .  One
n a r r a t o r  took  th e  o b je c t i v e  n o n - in v o lv ed  l i n e s  and s a t  on a p la t fo rm
i n  c e n te r  s t a g e .  The second n a r r a to r - g o v e r n e s s  r e p r e s e n te d  th e
p o sse sse d  o r  e v i l  s id e  of th e  g o v e rn ess  and s a t  on a tw e n ty - fo u r
inch  s t o o l  s l i g h t l y  to  th e  l e f t  and f r o n t  o f  th e  o th e r  n a r r a t o r .
The t h i r d  n a r r a t o r  r e p r e s e n t in g  th e  good s id e  o f  th e  go v e rn ess  s a t
on an e ig h te e n  inch  s t o o l  s l i g h t l y  to  th e  r i g h t  and f r o n t  o f  th e
o b je c t i v e  n a r r a t o r .  A ll  th r e e  n a r r a t o r s  were d re s se d  a l i k e  and wore
t h e i r  h a i r  in  a s i m i l a r  s t y l e .  The concep t beh ind  t h i s  approach  was
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t h a t  they  would form a v i s u a l  u n i t .  Anytime one n a r r a t o r  took
over from a n o th e r ,  th e  l i n e s  were o v e r lap p ed  to  u n d e rsco re  th e
to g e th e r n e s s  o f  th e  c h a r a c t e r  f a c e t s .
In  o rd e r  to  c a r r y  f o r t h  th e  am b igu ity  i n t o  th e  r e s t  of th e  
s c r i p t ,  th e  p ro d u c t io n  a l s o  used two _,ets o f  c h i ld r e n  and two
■^Information abou t t h i s  p ro d u c t io n  came from p e r s o n a l  c o r r e ­
spondence from th e  a d v i s o r - d i r e c t o r , Martha N e l l  Hardy, September 18, 
1979.
2Hardy, p e r s o n a l  l e t t e r .
3
Hardy, p e rs o n a l  l e t t e r .  The d i r e c t o r  o f  t h i s  show t o ld  me
t h a t  th e  f i r s t  tim e she went to  r e h e a r s a l  th e  th r e e  g o v e rn esses  were
p h y s i c a l l y  a p a r t .  Because th ey  d id  n o t  o v e r la p  p h y s i c a l l y ,  th e  
e f f e c t  d id  n o t  work.
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h o u sek eep ers  d re s se d  a l i k e .  On one s id e  o f  th e  n a r r a t o r  t r i o  s a t  
th e  housekeeper who b e l ie v e d  in  th e  innocence  o f  th e  g o v e rn ess .
On th e  o th e r  s id e  s a t  th e  housekeeper  who b e l ie v e d  th e  governess  
was e v i l .  The c h i l d r e n  were a rra n g ed  s i m i l a r l y  w ith  th e  e v i l  
c h i l d r e n  on th e  good g o v e r n e s s 's  s id e .  To s y m b o lic a l ly  u n d e rsco re  
t h e i r  r o l e ,  th ey  were p la c e d  on h ig h  s t o o l s  a t  th e  r e a r  o f  th e  s ta g e  
so t h a t  th ey  became p h y s i c a l l y  dominant over b o th  th e  housekeeper 
and th e  good g o v e rn e ss .  On th e  e v i l  g o v e r n e s s 's  s i d e ,  th e  good 
c h i ld r e n  s a t  on th e  f r o n t  o f  th e  s ta g e  a t  f l o o r  l e v e l ,  dominated 
by th e  e v i l  g o v e rn e ss .  L ig h t in g  e f f e c t s  were used to  r e p r e s e n t  th e  
g h o s t  of Quint so t h a t  h i s  p re sen c e  was u l t i m a t e l y  ambiguous i n  th e  
minds o f  th e  a u d ie n c e .  Here we s e e ,  th e n ,  a good example o f  how a 
group perfo rm ance  can f e a t u r e  r a t h e r  than  d isam b ig u a te  th e  e q u iv o ca l  
n a tu r e  of th e  t e x t .
Summary
In  term s o f p e rfo rm an ce , our o v e r r id in g  concern  rem ains 
p re s e r v in g  th e  a m b ig u i ty .  I f  we canno t f in d  ways of f e a t u r i n g  i t ,  
th en  we can a t  l e a s t  do ou r  b e s t  to  keep from d e s t r o y in g  i t .  As 
in  a l l  p e r fo rm an ces ,  we must embody th e  t e x t  in  i t s  e n t i r e t y ,  and 
i f  t h a t  t e x t  i s  ambiguous, then  our perform ance  must r e f l e c t  t h a t .  
Ambiguity i n  n a r r a t i v e  l i t e r a t u r e  o f f e r s  c h a l le n g e s  to  th e  perfo rm er 
n o t  u n l ik e  th o se  a f fo rd e d  by i r o n i c  l i t e r a t u r e .  As p e rfo rm ers  we 
must come t o  g r i p s  w ith  th e  w hy 's  and how 's of am b ig u ity  so t h a t  
we may c o n t in u a l ly  s e a rc h  o u t  b e t t e r  ways o f  embodying i t .  Solo
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p e rfo rm ers  a r e  l im i t e d  i n  th e  sen se  t h a t  th e y  do n o t  have many 
sym bolic  pe rfo rm ance  te c h n iq u e s  a v a i l a b l e  t o  them. N e v e r th e le s s ,  
l i k e  th e  group p e rfo rm an ce , th e  s o lo  perform ance must seek  ways 
o f  p re s e r v in g  th e  e q u iv o c a l  n a tu r e  o f  a n a r r a t i v e  i f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  
t r u l y  c o n ta in s  am b ig u i ty .  The n o v e ls  o f  John Hawkes o f f e r  ample 
i n s t a n c e s  o f  th e  how 's and w hy 's  o f  am b ig u ity .  The n e x t  c h a p te r  
w i l l  t a k e  a c l o s e r  look  a t  h i s  e a r l y  n o v e ls  i n  o rd e r  to  d is c o v e r  
and perfo rm  t h e i r  a m b ig u i t i e s .
CHAPTER VI
JOHN HAWKES: THE AMBIGUITY AND PERFORMANCE OF
THREE EARLY NOVELS
John Hawkes i s  one o f A m erica 's  most p r o l i f i c  p o s t  World War I I  
w r i t e r s . 1 T h is  a u th o r  o f  p o e t r y ,  drama, and p ro se  f i c t i o n  has  g en e r­
a te d  c r i t i c a l  r e a c t i o n  n e a r ly  a s  d iv e r s e  a s  th e  re sp o n se  to  th e  
concep t of am b ig u i ty .  T h is  c h a p te r  w i l l  examine and i d e n t i f y  th e  
am b ig u ity  in  t h r e e  s h o r t  n o v e ls  which r e p r e s e n t  h i s  e a r l y  w r i t i n g s  
and th e n  c o n s id e r  im p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  p e rfo rm in g  th o s e  a m b ig u i t i e s .
Biography
John C lendennin  Burne Hawkes, J r .  was born  August 17, 1925 in
S tam ford , C o n n ec ticu t  to  John C. B. and H elen Z i e f l e  Hawkes. An
a s th m a t ic  c h i l d ,  Hawkes moved f r e q u e n t ly  w ith  h i s  fa m ily ;  he sp en t h i s
ch ild h o o d  and a d o le sc en c e  in  Old Greenwich, C o n n e c t ic u t ;  Juneau ,
A la sk a ;  New York, P o u g h k eep sie ,  and P a u l in g ,  New York. Hawkes
f r e q u e n t l y  r e s o r t e d  to  f a n t a s y  and daydream in  o rd e r  to  e scap e  th e  
2
r e a l  w o rld .  At Harvard U n iv e r s i ty  he d ec id ed  to  become a p o e t .  In
1See b ib l io g r a p h y  f o r  a com plete  l i s t i n g  o f  h i s  w r i t i n g s  to
d a t e .
2
Thomas L e C la i r ,  "A P a i r  o f  J a c k s :  John B ar th  and John Hawkes
Gamble With New F i c t i o n , "  H o r iz o n , November, 1979, p .  6 6 .
173
174
1947, w h i le  s t i l l  a t  H arvard , he m arr ied  Sophie Goode T azew e ll ,  to
3
whom he g iv e s  c r e d i t  f o r  much o f  h i s  work. They now have fo u r  
c h i l d r e n .
His t r a n s i t i o n  from w r i t i n g  p o e t ry  to  p ro se  f i c t i o n  came about
th ro u g h  th e  same k ind  o f i ro n y  t h a t  p la y s  a  p a r t  in  so many o f  h i s
n o v e ls :  w h ile  he was soak in g  h i s  f o o t  one day , h i s  w ife  o f f e r e d
him a n o v e l  to  h e lp  p a ss  th e  t im e .  Hawkes re a d  i t  and s a id  he cou ld  
4
do b e t t e r .  He re c e iv e d  h i s  A.B. from Harvard in  1949 and became an 
a s s i s t a n t  to  th e  p r o d u c t io n  manager a t  Harvard U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s  to  
su p p o r t  h i s  fa m ily  u n t i l  1955. He has  s in c e  t a u g h t  E n g l ish  a t  
H arvard U n iv e r s i t y ,  Brown U n iv e r s i t y ,  and M assa c h u se t ts  I n s t i t u t e  o f  
Technology. P r e s e n t ly  he s e rv e s  a s  an a s s o c i a t e  p r o f e s s o r  of E n g l ish  
a t  Brown U n iv e r s i ty  in  P ro v id en c e ,  Rhode I s l a n d .  P r o f e s s io n a l  
o r g a n iz a t i o n s  and u n i v e r s i t i e s  a c t i v e l y  seek  him as  a g u e s t  l e c t u r e r  
and w r i t e r :  he l e d  th e  novel workshop a t  th e  Utah W r i t e r s '  C onfer­
ence (1962) , was a s t a f f  member f o r  th e  Bread Loaf W r i t e r s '  C onference 
(1963), and se rv ed  a s  w r i t e r - i n - r e s i d e n c e  f o r  th e  U n iv e r s i ty  of 
V i r g i n i a  in  1965. In  a d d i t i o n  he was th e  s p e c i a l  g u e s t  a t  th e  Aspen 
I n s t i t u t e  f o r  H um anistic  S tu d i e s ,  d i r e c t o r  o f  an e x p e r im e n ta l  w r i t i n g  
p r o j e c t  a t  S ta n fo rd  U n iv e r s i t y ,  and V i s i t i n g  D is t in g u is h e d  P r o f e s s o r  
o f  C r e a t iv e  W ri t in g  a t  th e  C i ty  C o lleg e  o f  New York. His many awards
3
L e C la i r ,  p .  6 6 .
4
L e C la i r ,  p .  6 6 . See a l s o  John K uehl, John Hawkes and th e  
C r a f t  o f  C o n f l i c t  (New Brunswick: R u tg e rs  U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1975),
p . 156.
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and honors  in c lu d e  an M.A. from Brown U n iv e r s i ty  (1962) , th e  
Guggenheim fe l lo w s h ip  (19 6 2 -6 3 ) , a N a t io n a l  I n s t i t u t e  of A r ts  and 
L e t t e r s  g r a n t  (1962 ) , as  w e l l  a s  a Ford F oundation  f e l lo w s h ip  in  
t h e a t r e  (1964-65) and a R o c k e f e l le r  F ounda tion  F e l lo w sh ip  to  t r a v e l  
and w r i t e  in  Europe (19 6 7 -6 8 ) . Through th e  y e a r s  he has  c o n t r ib u te d  
to  dozens o f  m agazines and j o u r n a l s  in c lu d in g  Wake, A ccen t , Harvard 
A dvocate , V o ic e s , Sewanee Review, M assa c h u se t ts  Review, San F ran ­
c i s c o  Review, and Texas Q u a r t e r l y .
Chronology o f h i s  W ri t in g  
Hawkes p r i v a t e l y  p u b l i s h e d  h i s  s h o r t  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  p o e t r y ,  
F ia sc o  H a l l , in  1943. H is f i r s t  s h o r t  n o v e l  C h a r iv a r i  (1949) came 
about a s  p a r t  o f  A lb e r t  G u e ra rd 's  c r e a t i v e  w r i t i n g  c l a s s  a t  Harvard 
U n iv e r s i ty  and was p u b l i s h e d  by New D i r e c t io n s  a s  were a l l  h i s  
subsequen t n o v e ls  excep t The P a s s io n  A r t i s t . The C ann iba l (1949) 
was p u b l ish e d  when Hawkes was on ly  tw e n ty - fo u r  y e a r s  o ld  a f t e r  h i s  
e x p e r ie n c e  a s  an American F ie ld  S e rv ic e  ambulance d r i v e r .  The B e e t le  
Leg (1951) came n e x t ,  fo llo w ed  by The Goose on th e  G rave ; The Owl:
Two Short  Novels i n  1954. The Lime Twig (1961) and Second Skin (1964) 
proved to  be a tu r n in g  p o in t  in  h i s  c a r e e r  a s  th e y  marked a change 
in  h i s  n a r r a t i v e  t e c h n iq u e ,  and b o th  r e c e iv e d  g r e a t e r  c r i t i c a l  a cc la im  
than  h i s  p re v io u s  w orks. In  1967 Hawkes p u b l i s h e d  h i s  f i r s t  d ram a tic  
w r i t i n g ,  The In n o cen t P a r t y : Four Shor t  P la y s  by John Hawkes. In
1969 Lunar L an d scap es , a  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  s h o r t  s t o r i e s  and n o v e ls  
w r i t t e n  between 1949 and 1963, made i t s  way i n t o  th e  p u b l ic  ey e .
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Between 1971 and 1976 Hawkes p u b l ish e d  h i s  " t r i l o g y "  o f  e r o t i c  n o v e ls ,  
The Blood Oranges (1 9 7 1 ) , D e a th , S leep  & th e  T r a v e le r  (1974) , and 
T ra v e s ty  (1976). In  1978 th e  Lord John P r e s s  p u b l ish e d  a p e r s o n a l ly  
s ig n e d ,  t h i r t y - s i x  page l im i t e d  e d i t i o n  c a l l e d  The U n iv e rs a l  F e a r s .
His most r e c e n t  novel i s  The P a s s io n  A r t i s t  (1979).
C r i t i c a l  and P u b l ic  Response to  Hawkes
For b e t t e r  o r  worse th e  l i t e r a r y  e s ta b l i s h m e n t  has  b randed
Hawkes a s  "a w r i t e r ' s  w r i t e r , "  a l a b e l  t h a t  c a r r i e s  rep ro a ch  o r
p r a i s e  depending  upon who u ses  i t .  Hawkes o c cu p ie s  a p e c u l i a r  p la c e
i n  contem porary  American l i t e r a t u r e .  U n t i l  1954, a c r i t i c  d e sc r ib e d
Hawkes as  h av ing  on ly  "a t e n s e  f o l l o w in g ." ^  In  a p re fa c e  to  The Owl
Robert Scho les  i d e n t i f i e s  and summarizes t y p i c a l  c r i t i c a l  and p u b l i c
re sp o n se  to  John Hawkes:
For over tw e n ty - f iv e  y e a r s  John Hawkes has  been a 
unique  v o ic e  in  American l e t t e r s .  B elonging  to  no 
s c h o o l ,  fo l lo w in g  no f a s h io n ,  he has  p a id  th e  p r i c e  
e x ac te d  o f  such lo n e r s  by th e  l i t e r a r y  e s ta b l i s h m e n t .
He has  been rev iew ed c a p r i c i o u s l y ,  em barrassed  by 
u n c o n s id e red  p r a i s e  and a t t a c k e d  w i th  i l l - t e m p e r e d  
venom. His a d m ire rs  have been m o s tly  h i s  f e l lo w  
w r i t e r s ,  some E n g l ish  t e a c h e r s ,  and t h e i r  s t u d e n t s .
R ece n t ly  he has  been more honored abroad  th an  a t  
home. For b e t t e r  o r  w o rse ,  he has  been tak en  up by 
th e  F ren ch , who can see  in  h i s  w r i t i n g  c o n n e c t io n s  
to  th e  s u r r e a l i s t s ,  to  F a u lk n e r ,  and to  t h e i r  own 
noveau roman. Perhaps  th ey  w i l l  te a c h  us  to  ap p re ­
c i a t e  him, a s  th ey  ta u g h t  us  to  a p p r e c i a t e  j a z z
5
S. K. Oberbeck, "John Hawkes: The Smile S lashed  by a R a z o r ,"
Contemporary American N o v e l i s t s , e d . ,  H arry  T. Moore, (C arbondale: 
S ou thern  I l l i n o i s  U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1964), p .  193.
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m usic , Edgar Poe, W illiam  F a u lk n e r ,  and th e  American 
f i lm s  o f  th e  s tu d io  era.**
This  b r i e f  p a ssag e  p o i n t s  up th e  d i v e r s i t y  John Hawkes th e  w r i t e r
has  g e n e ra te d  in  term s o f c r i t i c a l  and p u b l ic  r e a c t i o n  to  h i s  works.
The sm a ll  c o t e r i e  of fa n s  he has  earned  th rough  th e  y e a r s  c l i n g
t e n a c io u s ly  to  t h e i r  view of him as  one o f  th e  b e s t  modern American
w r i t e r s .  Y e t ,  he has  l ik e w is e  provoked and su rv iv ed  a b a r ra g e  of
c r i t i c i s m ,  th e  l i k e  o f  which might have caused o th e r  a u th o rs  to  g iv e
up in  d e s p a i r  and s c u r r y  back to  l e s s  p u b l ic  c a r e e r s .
C r i t i c a l  re sp o n se  to  Hawkes ru n s  th e  gamut from unabashed
p r a i s e  to  venomous c r i t i c i s m .  S. K. Oberbeck, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  o b j e c t s
to  th e  la c k  o f  p o p u la r  a p p e a l  g ra n te d  Hawkes s in c e  "he w r i t e s  w i th
d eep e r  t a l e n t  and c o n v ic t io n " ^  th a n  many o th e r  a u th o rs  a f fo rd e d  more
a c c la im .  He f u r t h e r  a s s e r t s  t h a t  "Hawkes has n ev e r  been t r e a t e d  by
p o p u la r  p u b l i c a t i o n s  to  th e  l a r g e s s e  g ra n te d  such a u th o rs  as
g
S a l in g e r ,  M a i l e r ,  Bellow , R oth , and Malamud." And Susan Sontag
a p p a r e n t ly  a g re e s  when she rem arks:
For n e a r ly  two decades  [now fo u r  decades] he [Hawkes] 
has been w r i t i n g  b e a u t i f u l  books w hich, w h i le  e n th u ­
s i a s t i c a l l y  acc la im ed  by a sm all  c i r c l e  o f  r e a d e r s ,
John Hawkes, The Owl, w i th  a C r i t i c a l  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  by R obert 
S cho les  (New York: New D i r e c t i o n s ,  1977), p .  v .  H e r e a f t e r  r e f e r r e d
to  a s  The Owl.
^Oberbeck, p . 193.
^Oberbeck,  p .  193 .
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have f a i l e d  to  g a in  f o r  him th e  w ider  r e c o g n i t io n  
he u n q u e s t io n a b ly  d e s e r v e s .^
Thomas McGuane r e g a rd s  Hawkes a s  " f e a s i b l y  our b e s t  w r i t e r . A n d
Donald G re in e r ,  one o f  th e  most p rom inent s c h o la r s  o f  Hawkes to d ay ,
c a l l s  him "one of th e  few t r u l y  g i f t e d  w r i t e r s  in  th e  s o - c a l l e d  b la c k
humor movement which has f l o u r i s h e d  s in c e  1950, . . . [even though]
11he la c k s  th e  renown en joyed  by l e s s  t a l e n t e d  a u t h o r s . "  E a r l  Ganz
re g a rd s  him as an a r t i s t  "who combines h i s  own v iv id  p e r c e p t io n s  w ith
e lem en ts  from e a r l i e r  l i t e r a t u r e s  and o th e r  g en res  so a s  to  p r e s e n t
a v i s i o n  of th e  w orld more com plete  and c o h e re n t  th an  t h a t  o f  any of
12h i s  c o n te m p o ra r ie s ."
Other c r i t i c s ,  however, have s e v e re ly  c r i t i c i z e d  h i s  w r i t i n g .
One o f  th e  most venomous a t t a c k s  comes from Roger S a le ,  c r i t i c  f o r
The New York Review of Books. In  h i s  rev iew  o f The Blood O ranges ,
13Sale  acc u ses  Hawkes o f  h av ing  "a c o n tem p tib le  im a g in a t io n ,"  and
9
Susan S ontag , "A New L i f e  f o r  an Old One," rev iew  of Second 
S k in , by John Hawkes, i n  The New York Times Book Review, A p r i l  5,
1964, p . 5.
"^Thomas McGuane, rev iew  o f The Blood O ranges , by John Hawkes, 
in  The New York Times Book Review, September 19, 1971, p . 1.
11Donald J .  G re in e r ,  Comic T e r r o r : The Novels of John Hawkes
(Memphis: Memphis S t a t e  U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1973), p .  x i .
12E a r l  Ganz, " The Blood O ranges , "  M ed ite rran ean  Review 2 (W inter 
1972): 42.
13Roger S a le ,  "What Went Wrong? The Blood O ranges , "  rev iew  o f  
The Blood O ranges , by John Hawkes, in  The New York Review o f  Books, 
O ctober 21, 1971, p . 3.
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says  "Hawkes has  always seemed to  me more o f  an u n adm itted  voyeur 
o f  h o r r o r  th a n  i t s  calm d e l i n e a t o r "  (p . 3 ) .  He adm its  an aware­
n e ss  o f  Hawkes's "many a d m ire rs "  w hich may i n d i c a t e  he [S a le ]  has 
"co m p le te ly  m issed  th e  f a c t  t h a t  i t  i s  a l l  a p u t -o n "  (p . 3). But 
he rem ains s t e a d f a s t  i n  h i s  view  o f  Hawkes as  he s a y s :
. . . when h o r r o r  becomes a  p a s t im e  i t  sh o u ld  announce 
i t s e l f  o r  a t  l e a s t  know i t s e l f ;  . . . when l i f e  i s  
i n s i s t e n t l y  j o y l e s s  i t  sh o u ld  n o t  be  c a l l e d  good, o r  
even p a r t i c u l a r l y  t o l e r a b l e ;  when p eo p le  s to p  m a t te r in g  
to  a  n o v e l i s t ,  th e  w r i t i n g  w i l l  s u f f e r  and th e  w r i t e r  
sh o u ld  s to p  (p» 3 ) .
Bob T i s d a le  has ta k e n  a d i f f e r e n t  ta c k  i n  h i s  denouncement of
Hawkes as  he s a y s :
I 'm  sa y in g  t h a t  Hawkes i s  b a s i c a l l y  n o t  a good s t o r y ­
t e l l e r .  When I  r e a d ,  I  want to  be b e g u i l e d ,  c a r r i e d  
a lo n g  on some v ie w le s s  w ings; I  d o n ' t  want to  s ee  th e  
m achinery  o r  be c o n t i n u a l l y  prodded back  i n t o  judgm ent.
So i f  w r i t i n g  th e  " e x p e r im e n ta l  n o v e l"  e n t a i l s  th e  
lo s s  o f  n a r r a t i v e  m oxie , I 'm  a g a i n s t  i t .  I f  i t  means 
t r y i n g  what h a s n ' t  been  done s u c c e s s f u l l y  b e f o r e ,  one 
has to  a sk  a t  some p o in t  w he ther  t h e r e  i s n ' t  a re a so n  
f o r  p re v io u s  f a i l u r e s .  B efore  I  t e s t e d  m y se lf  a g a in s t  
Hawkes, I  th o u g h t  I  was a l i t e r a r y  l i b e r a l .  Now, w h i le  
saddened by my l i m i t s ,  I  have th e  c o n s e r v a t i v e 's  renewed 
f a i t h  i n  th e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  law i f  n o t  th e  n e c e s s i t y  of 
c o n v e n t io n .14
Who, then, re a d s  John Hawkes? L e s l i e  F i e d l e r  s a y s :
Only a few o f  u s ,  I  f e a r ,  tem pted to  p r id e  by our few­
n ess  , and ready  i n  t h a t  p r id e  to  b e l i e v e  t h a t  th e  
r e c a l c i t r a n t  r e s t  o f  th e  w orld  d o e s n ' t  d e se rv e  Hawkes, 
t h a t  we would do w e l l  to  keep h i s  p le a s u r e s  our l i t t l e  
s e c r e t  . . . .  Hawkes may be an u n p o p u la r  w r i t e r ,  b u t  
he i s  n o t  an e s o t e r i c  one; f o r  th e  p la c e s  he d e f in e s
^ B o b  T i s d a l e ,  "The F le s h  Made W ords,"  C a r le to n  M isc e l la n y  
14 ( F a l l /W in te r  19 7 3 -7 4 ) :  107.
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a r e  th e  p la c e s  i n  w hich we a l l  l i v e  between s le e p in g  
and w ak ing , and th e  p le a s u r e s  he a f f o r d s  a r e  th e  
p l e a s u r e s  o f  r e t u r n i n g  to  th o s e  p la c e s  between 
waking and s l e e p in g .1 5
S t i l l ,  many c r i t i c s  c o n t in u e  to  laud  Hawkes and have compared 
him v a r i o u s l y  to  such  g r e a t s  as  F a u lk n e r ,  Kafka, Conrad, Djuna 
B a rn es ,  F lan n e ry  O 'Connor, and N a th a n ie l  W est."^  I f  t h i s  i s  so ,  
th e n  why has  th e  p u b l i c  a t  l a r g e  f o r  th e  most p a r t  r e j e c t e d  h i s  
w r i t i n g ?  In  p a r t  we can a t t r i b u t e  t h i s  d i s d a i n  and g e n e r a l  l a c k  of 
a c c e p ta n c e  to  h i s  w o rk s '  i n n a t e  i n a c c e s i b i l i t y , e s p e c i a l l y  h i s  e a r ly  
w r i t i n g s ,  th o s e  r e c e i v i n g  th e  most c r i t i c i s m .  Hawkes i s  n o t  easy 
re a d in g  to  be s u r e .  S c h o la rs  have a c c u r a t e ly  la b e le d  h i s  w r i t i n g s  
d i f f i c u l t  and o b scu re .
Too f r e q u e n t l y ,  how ever, p e o p le  have c r i t i c i z e d  Hawkes n o t  
f o r  h i s  im p e n e t ra b le  s t y l e  b u t  f o r  h i s  p o e t i c  v i s i o n .  C a l led  a 
b la c k  h u m o r is t ,  Hawkes, a lo n g  w i th  h i s  s t u d e n t s ,  has  p r o t e s t e d  th e  
p u b l i c  condem nation o f h i s  g o th ic  v i s i o n  which in c lu d e s  v io le n c e ,  
e r o t i c i s m ,  and m acabre humor, w h i le  co m ple te ly  ig n o r in g  th e  problems 
o f h i s  p r e c i s e  s t r u c t u r i n g  and l y r i c a l l y  p o e t i c  s t y l e . ^  In  an
■ ^ L e s l ie  A. F i e d l e r ,  "A Lonely American E c c e n t r i c :  The
P le a s u r e s  o f  John Hawkes," The New Leader 43 (December 12, 1960): 12.
l ^ S e e ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  P e t e r  B rooks, "John Hawkes: Second S k in ,"
E n c o u n te r , June 1 , 1966, p .  69; F r e d e r ic k  Busch, Hawkes: A Guide to
h i s  F i c t i o n s  (S y ra cu se :  S y racu se  U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1973), pp . x v i -
x v i i ;  G r e in e r ,  p .  x v i i i ;  McGuane, p . 1.
■^Donald J .  G r e in e r ,  "The Thematic Use o f  C olor i n  John Hawkes' 
Second S k in , "  Contemporary L i t e r a t u r e  11 (Summer 1970): 389; A lb e r t  
J .  Guerard "The P ro se  S ty l e  o f  John Hawkes," C r i t i q u e : S tu d ie s  in
Modern F i c t i o n  6 ( F a l l  1 963 ):  19.
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i n t e r v ie w  f o r  th e  W isconsin  S tu d ie s  i n  Contemporary L i t e r a t u r e  
Hawkes re c o g n ize d  t h a t  " re v ie w e rs  i n  g e n e r a l  have c o n c e n t r a te d  on 
th e  g ro te s q u e  and n ig h tm a r is h  q u a l i t i e s  o f  my w ork, have  made me
o u t to  be a somber w r i t e r  d e a l in g  on ly  w i th  p a i n ,  p e r v e r s i o n ,  and
18d e s p a i r . "  One c r i t i c ,  David L i t t l e j o h n  f e a r e d  Hawkes’s "hyper­
s e n s i t i v i t y  to  u g l i n e s s ,  d e fo rm i ty ,  and decay . . .  an in su rm o u n tab le
19b lo c k  to  o th e rw is e  w i l l i n g  and a p p r e c i a t i v e  r e a d e r s . "  Yet Hawkes
adam antly  de fends  h im s e l f  a g a i n s t  such  c la im s as  he a s s e r t s  t h a t
20h i s  w r i t i n g  i s  n o t  "mere in d u lg e n c e  i n  v io le n c e  o r  derangem ent"
21and t h a t  i t  i s  " h a rd ly  in te n d e d  s im ply  to  s h o c k ."
I t  i s n ’ t  t h a t  I ’m a d v o c a t in g  t h a t  we l i v e  by a c t s  o f  
v io l e n c e ;  I ,  m y s e l f ,  d o n ' t  want to  l i v e  th e  n i g h t ­
mare. I t ' s  j u s t  t h a t  our d e e p e s t  in n e r  l i v e s  a re  
l a r g e l y  o rg a n iz ed  around such  [ v i o l e n t ]  im p u lse s ,  
which need to  be exposed and u n d e rs to o d  and u sed .
Even a p p r e c i a t e d . 22
Hawkes h im s e l f  le a d s  a c o n v e n t io n a l  l i f e .  When q u e s t io n e d  abou t why 
he  th in k s  h i s  n o v e ls  so d i s t u r b  c o n v e n t io n a l  p e o p le ,  Hawkes r e p l i e d :
18John Hawkes, "John Hawkes: An I n t e r v i e w , "  W isconsin  S tu d ie s
in  Contemporary L i t e r a t u r e  6 (Summer 1965):  145. H e r e a f t e r  r e f e r r e d  
to  as WSCL.
•^David L i t t l e j o h n ,  I n t e r r u p t i o n s  (New York: Grossman Pub­
l i s h e r s ,  1970), p .  24.
20WSCL, p .  146.
21WSCL, p . 146.
22John K uehl, John Hawkes and th e  C ra f t  o f  C o n f l i c t  (New
Brunswick: R u tg e rs  U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1 9 7 5 ) ,  p .  165.
182
. . .  I  w ant my f i c t i o n  to  d e s t r o y  c o n v e n t io n a l  
m o ra l i ty  and c o n v e n t io n a l  a t t i t u d e s .  T h a t ’s p a r t  
o f  i t s  p u rp o se— to  c h a l le n g e  us i n  ev ery  way p o s s i b l e  
i n  o rd e r  to  cau se  us to  know o u r s e lv e s  b e t t e r  and to  
l i v e  w i th  more co m p ass io n .23
And h i s  w r i t i n g  r e f l e c t s  h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  "We o u rs e lv e s  a r e  th e
s o u rc e  o f e v e r y th in g ,  th e  i n d i g n i t i e s  as w e l l  as  th e  p o t e n t i a l s
24f o r  b e a u ty ,  s e r e n i t y ,  g r a c e ,  and so  on ."
In  f a c t ,  Hawkes s e e s  h im s e l f  as a  comic w r i t e r .  He 
d e s c r ib e s  h i s  comic method as one which fu n c t io n s  b o th  to  c r e a t e  
sympathy and com passion and to  expose e v i l  and conv ince  th e  r e a d e r  
he i s  n o t  exempt from t h i s  fo r c e  :2-̂
I  suppose  t h a t  i n  one s e n s e  comedy i s  a form of 
a c t i o n  i n  which b r u t a l i t y  does n o t  r e a c h  i t s  u l t i m a t e  
d e s t r u c t i v e n e s s ;  th e  v i c t im  i s  n o t  t o t a l l y  p un ished  
o r  d e s t r o y e d .  I t  would seem to  me t h a t  th e  h ig h e s t  
forms o f  comedy may n o t  p roduce  l a u g h t e r — I  mean t h e y ’r e  
coming up to  th e  edge o f l a u g h te r  and th e n  g iv in g  us a 
k in d  o f  l i g h t .  High comedy s im ply  produces  a s e n s e  o f  
harmony and l y r i c  u n i t y .  I  f in d  th e  s u b j e c t  h a rd  to  
t a l k  a b o u t .
N e v e r th e le s s ,  w hat he c a l l s  a  te c h n iq u e  o f "comic d i s t o r t i o n "  o th e r s  
r e g a r d  as p e r v e r s i t y  and e x p l o i t a t i o n .
B esides  th e  c r i t i c i s m  over h i s  v i s i o n ,  Hawkes has s i m i l a r l y  
r e c e iv e d  condem nation f o r  th e  ex trem e o b s c u r i ty  of h i s  n o v e ls .
And t r u l y  h i s  works a r e  d i f f i c u l t .  F i r s t  o f  a l l ,  Hawkes h a b i t u a l l y  
w i th h o ld s  n a r r a t i v e  in f o r m a t io n  and s h u f f l e s  e v e n ts  i n  t im e  so  they
^ K u e h l ,  p .  157. 
^ K u e h l ,  p .  161.
25WSCL, p .  146.
26K ueh l, p .  173.
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no lo n g e r  r e t a i n  any r e a d i l y  p e r c e iv a b le  c h ro n o lo g ic a l  o rd e r .  
Oberbeck p ro v id e s  i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h i s  t e c h n i c a l  a s p e c t  o f  Hawkes's 
work:
He throws th e  map-hungry r e a d e r  d e l i c i o u s  b i t s  of 
a b u s iv e ,  b r i l l i a n t  d e t a i l  and w i l l  f o r  pages to s s  
o u t  th e  f a l s e  s c e n t s  t h a t  send  r e a d e r s  s tu m b lin g  
p a s t  h i s  t r u e  a u t h o r i a l  i n t e n t i o n s  l i k e  a sh ipw reck  
ch as in g  h i s  own f o o t p r i n t s .  His r i g i d  c o n s is te n c y  
o f to n e  and language  le a v e s  r e a d e r s  p a n t in g ,  b r e a t h ­
l e s s  and d ism ay ed .27
Robert I .  Edenbaum e x p la in s  t h a t  Hawkes's n o v e l s ,  f u l l  o f
u n e x p la in ed  e v e n t s ,  u n to ld  h i s t o r i e s ,  and c h a r a c t e r s  who seem to
have no l o g i c a l  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  m o t iv a t io n s ,  le a v e  th e  r e a d e r  w i th
q u e s t i o n s  t h a t  have  no answ ers . The n o v e ls  th u s  le a v e  th e  re a d e r
u n s a t i s f i e d  i f  he e x p e c ts  answers b u t  w i l l  s a t i s f y  th e  r e a d e r  who
28r e a l i z e s  no answers e x i s t .  Douglas Dunn has s u g g e s te d  t h a t  p a r t  
o f  th e  d i f f i c u l t y  a r i s e s  as a r e s u l t  o f  Hawkes's ex trem ely  f e r t i l e  
i m a g in a t io n :
My f e e l i n g  i s  . . . t h a t  c o m p l ic a t io n  and e x t re m i ty  
a r e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  Hawkes's im a g in a t io n ,  t h a t  
he  c a re s  so much f o r  th e  u se  of im a g in a t io n  t h a t  he  
p r e f e r s  m yste ry  and u n c e r t a i n t y  o v e r  th e  c l e a r  and 
p r e c i s e .  His n o v e ls  p roceed  n o t  by s e q u e n t i a l  u n fo ld ­
in g s  of in f o r m a t io n ,  by p r o g r e s s i v e ,  c a r e f u l  movements 
tow ards g iv in g  th e  r e a d e r  " s a t i s f a c t o r y "  in fo rm a t io n  o r  
' p l o t . '  I n s t e a d  they  work by moving backwards and 
fo rw ards  i n  t im e ,  w i th  vague i l l u m i n a t i o n s  c a r e f u l l y  
d iv u lg e d  a t  chosen p o i n t s  i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e .  The
^ O b e rb e c k ,  p . 196.
O O
Robert I .  Edenbaum, "John Hawkes, The Lime Twig and O ther 
Tenuous H o r r o r s , "  M assa c h u se t ts  Review 7 (Summer 1966): 471.
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im p re s s io n  i s  more one o f  t e n t a t i v e  d i s c o v e r i e s  made 
by th e  r e a d e r  th an  o f  c l e v e r  i n t r u s i o n s  by an o m n isc ien t  
a u th o r .  There  i s  no e f f e c t  of th in g s  f a l l i n g  i n t o  p la c e  
acco rd in g  to  some p a t t e r n  d e v ise d  f o r  " su sp e n se "  b e f o r e ­
hand , b u t  o f  a n a r r a t i v e  shaped by i m a g i n a t i o n . ^
S e v e ra l  c r i t i c s  a g re e  w i th  t h i s  view  and f u r t h e r  p o s i t  t h a t
th e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  a w a i t in g  th e  r e a d e r  r e s u l t  from Hawkes’s unu su a l
w r i t i n g  te c h n iq u e s .  E a r l  Ganz has  p e r c e p t iv e ly  compared Hawkes to
th e  p a i n t e r  B ru eg h e l:
I f  you w ish  to  u n d e rs ta n d  John Hawkes, a  p a i n t e r  
f r i e n d  once t o l d  me, t h in k  of B ru eg h e l .  I t  was a l l  
my f r i e n d  had to  say  on th e  s u b j e c t  b u t  i t  was enough.
Almost im m ed ia te ly  t h e  Hawkes’ n o v e l  I  was th en  re a d in g  
snapped i n t o  f o c u s :  th e  q u ic k  s c e n e s ,  th e  sm a ll
c h a r a c t e r s ,  n o n - e x i s t e n t  p sy ch o lo g y , m ig h t-m a k e s - r ig h t  
m o r a l i t y ,  th e  p l o t  t h a t  was no p l o t  a t  a l l  b u t  a  k in d  
of rhythm o r  dance . I t  seemed t h a t  a l l  t h e s e  e f f e c t s  
were th e  r e s u l t  o f  a  c e r t a i n  m ed iev a l  d i s t a n c e ,  o f  a 
c e r t a i n  k in d  of h o v e r in g  p o in t - o f - v ie w  t h a t  i s  one 
of th e  tradem arks  o f  th e  g r e a t  F lem ish  p a i n t e r .
Whereas most n o v e l i s t s  a r ra n g e  t h e i r  n o v e ls  i n  a  l i n e a r  manner w ith
o c c a s io n a l  f l a s h b a c k s ,  Hawkes b e g in s  n o t  w i th  th e  u n fo ld in g  of th e
s t o r y ,  b u t  w i th  s t r o n g  images t h a t  he s u b se q u e n t ly  deve lops  i n t o
scen es  which con n ec t only  a f t e r  th e  n o v e l  ends. The movement of
h i s  n a r r a t i v e  i s  what E a r l  R ov it c a l l s  " p a i n t e r l y "  r a t h e r  th a n
l i n e a r :
. . .  i t  descends d e ep ,  i t  r a d i a t e s  outward i n  con­
c e n t r i c  s w i r l s  o f  a c q u i s i t i o n ,  i t  g a th e r s  i n t o  i t s e l f  
even as i t  d e sc e n d s ,  composing l a r g e r  and l a r g e r  a re a s  
o f  em o tio n a l  s w e l l  and s i g n i f i c a n c e .  And our re sp o n se
^ D o u g la s  Dunn, "John  Hawkes: A P r o f i l e , "  The New Review 1
(March 1975):  28.
•^Ganz, p. 42.
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i s  th u s  b o th  an a c c e p ta n t  v i o l a t i o n  and a  l i b e r a t i n g  . 
r e l e a s e  which u n d e rc u ts  r a t i o n a l i t y  and id e a .  I t  i s  
on ly  a r t  a t  i t s  most s u b v e r s iv e  and shock ing  and 
r e ju v e n a t i n g  t h a t  can c a l l  up such  a  r e s p o n s e .31
Seymour Chatman i n  d i s c u s s in g  n a r r a t i v e  s t r u c t u r e  rem inds us
O Ot h a t  e v e n ts  i n  a t r u e  n a r r a t i v e  m a n i fe s t  a d i s c e r n i b l e  o r g a n iz a t i o n .
Though d i f f i c u l t  to  d i s c e r n ,  th e  o r g a n iz a t i o n  i n  Hawkes's n o v e ls
c l e a r l y  e x i s t s .  However, s t r u c t u r e  i n  Hawkes's n o v e ls  i s  based
n o t  upon c h r o n o lo g ic a l ly  o rd e re d  ev en ts  p r e c i p i t a t e d  by l o g i c a l l y
m o tiv a te d  c h a r a c t e r s ,  b u t  upon i m a g i s t i c  " c r o s s - r e f e r e n c e s ,  p a r a l l e l s ,  
33and c o n t r a s t s . " '  Problem s a r i s e  f r e q u e n t ly  b ecau se  r e a d e r s  f a i l  to  
"g iv e  i n "  to  t h i s  s t r u c t u r e  and , as a  r e s u l t ,  t h e i r  e x p e c ta t io n s  
c l a s h  w i th  th e  work.
Hawkes's work i s  d i f f i c u l t  and I  con tend  t h a t  i n  p a r t ,  
am b igu ity  c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  t h i s  d i f f i c u l t y .  U n like  th e  am bigu ity  o f 
Henry James o r  Herman M e l v i l l e ,  Hawkes's am b igu ity  grows o u t  of a 
v i s i o n  molded by th e  p o s t  World War I I  i n f l u e n c e s  t h a t  have pervaded  
th e  works o f  many modern w r i t e r s  l a b e l e d  a n t i - r e a l i s t i c  and e x p e r i ­
m e n ta l .  The am bigu ity  in  Hawkes's works engages th e  r e a d e r  as an 
a c t i v e  c o l l a b o r a t o r  o f  th e  work. We canno t d e s ig n a te  a l l  o f  Hawkes's 
works a s  ambiguous. Many, however, c o n ta in  d e v ice s  s i m i l a r  to  th o se
31 E a r l  R o v i t ,  "The F i c t i o n  o f  John Hawkes: An I n t r o d u c to r y
V iew ," Modern F i c t i o n  S tu d ie s  11 (Summer 1 964):  152.
32 Seymour Chatman, S to ry  and D is c o u r s e : N a r r a t i v e  S t r u c t u r e
i n  F i c t i o n  and Film ( I t h a c a :  C o rn e l l  U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1978), p .  21.
" ^ G re in e r ,  "Thematic C o lo r ,"  p . 389.
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d is c u s s e d  i n  th e  p re v io u s  c h a p te r .  Some o f  th e s e  d e v ic e s  f u n c t io n  
c o n s i s t e n t l y  as tem porary  in fo rm a t io n -w i th h o ld in g  gaps th ro u g h o u t 
h i s  w orks . I n  some c a s e s ,  Hawkes in t r o d u c e s  gaps t h a t  he  com pletes  
as  much as one hundred pages  a f t e r  t h e i r  i n t r o d u c t i o n .  O ther 
d e v ic e s  l e a d  to  am b igu ity  w hich  re n d e r  h i s  works d i f f i c u l t  to  fa thom , 
y e t  w o rth  th e  tim e i t  t a k e s  to  p e n e t r a t e  them. I t  i s  n o t  th e  i n t e n ­
t i o n  o f  t h i s  c h a p te r  to  p rove  t h a t  am b igu ity  pe rm eates  a l l  o f  Hawkes's 
w orks , r a t h e r  to  i d e n t i f y  and examine c l e a r l y  ambiguous examples and 
s e e  how perfo rm ance  can b e t t e r  i l l u m i n a t e  them.
For conven ience  i n  d i s c u s s in g  th e  am bigu ity  i n  h i s  w ork, we 
can group h i s  n o v e ls  i n t o  h i s  e a r l y ,  ex trem ely  e x p e r im e n ta l  ones 
and h i s  l a t e r  works which a p p a r e n t ly  have p ro g re s s e d  toward more 
s u r f a c e  r e a l i s m ,  th e re b y  becoming more a c c e s s i b l e  b u t  no l e s s  c o n t r o ­
v e r s i a l .  The r e s t  o f  t h i s  c h a p te r  w i l l  examine h i s  e a r ly  works and 
t h e i r  am b igu ity  as they  r a i s e  q u e s t io n s  abou t p e rfo rm ance .
The Ambiguity of Three E a r ly  Hawkes Novels 
C h a r iv a r i  (1 9 4 9 ) ,  The C ann ibal (1949) , The B e e t le  Leg (1951) , 
and The Goose on th e  G rav e ; The Owl (1954) a r e  a l l  marked by Hawkes's 
ex trem e r e j e c t i o n  o f  r e a l i s m .  Hawkes has  on s e v e r a l  o c c a s io n s  c a l l e d  
t r a d i t i o n a l  d e v ic e s  of r e a l i s m  such as p l o t ,  c h a r a c t e r ,  and s e t t i n g  
"enem ies"  o f  th e  n o v e l .  I n  an in te r v ie w  Hawkes s t a t e d :
My n o v e ls  a r e  n o t  h ig h ly  p l o t t e d ,  b u t  c e r t a i n l y  t h e y ' r e  
e l a b o r a t e l y  s t r u c t u r e d .  I  began to  w r i t e  f i c t i o n  on 
th e  assum ption  t h a t  th e  t r u e  enemies o f  th e  n o v e l  were 
p l o t ,  c h a r a c t e r ,  s e t t i n g ,  and theme, and h av in g  once 
abandoned th e s e  f a m i l i a r  ways o f  th in k in g  abou t f i c t i o n ,
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t o t a l i t y  o f  v i s i o n  o r  s t r u c t u r e  was r e a l l y  a l l  t h a t  
rem ained . And s t r u c t u r e —v e r b a l  and p s y c h o lo g ic a l  
coherence— i s  s t i l l  my l a r g e s t  concern  as a w r i t e r .
R e la te d  o r  c o r re sp o n d in g  e v e n t ,  r e c u r r i n g  image and 
r e c u r r i n g  a c t i o n ,  t h e s e  c o n s t i t u t e  th e  e s s e n t i a l  
s u b s ta n c e  o r  m ean in g fu l  d e n s i t y  o f  my w r i t i n g .
However, as I  s u g g e s te d  b e f o r e ,  t h i s  k in d  o f s t r u c ­
t u r e  c a n ’ t  be  p lan n ed  i n  advance b u t  can  on ly  be  
d is c o v e re d  i n  th e  w r i t i n g  p ro c e s s  i t s e l f .  The s u c c e ss  
o f  th e  e f f o r t  depends on th e  d eg re e  and q u a l i t y  o f  
c o n sc io u sn ess  t h a t  can be  b ro u g h t  to  b e a r  on f u l l y  
l i b e r a t e d  m a t e r i a l s  o f  th e  u n c o n sc io u s .  I ’m t r y i n g  
to  h o ld  i n  b a la n c e  p o e t i c  and n o v e l i s t i c  methods i n  
o rd e r  to  make th e  n o v e l  a more v a l i d  and p l e a s u r a b l e  
e x p e r i e n c e .34
Each o f th e  a fo rem en tio n ed  books i n  some way i l l u s t r a t e s  t h i s  v iew .
In  them we see  t h a t  he  ig n o re s  o r  d is m is s e s  e lem en ts  no rm ally  viewed 
as a n e c e s s i t y  i n  most p ro s e  f i c t i o n .  I n s t e a d ,  Hawkes s t r u c t u r e s  h i s  
n o v e ls  th ro u g h  tim e  w a rp in g s ,  d i s l o c a t i o n s  o f  p l a c e  and t im e ,  and 
s e t t i n g s  which seem b o th  f a n t a s t i c  and r e a l ;  he  a l s o  w i th h o ld s  i n f o r ­
m a tio n  no rm ally  c o n s id e re d  n e c e s s a ry  i n  n a r r a t i v e s . N e v e r t h e l e s s , 
even h i s  e a r l i e s t  w r i t i n g s  do n o t  t o t a l l y  abandon p l o t ,  c h a r a c t e r ,  
and s e t t i n g ,  so we canno t d is m is s  them as  t o t a l l y  a n t i - r e a l i s t i c  
w orks . A ccording to  R obert S c h o le s , "Because he  s t a r t s  w i th  images 
r a t h e r  than  w i th  a s t o r y ,  h i s  work is_ d i f f e r e n t  from c o n v e n t io n a l ly  
p l o t t e d  f i c t i o n ,  though t h i s  i s  n o t  th e  same th in g  a s  b e in g  w i th o u t  
p l o t  a l t o g e t h e r . " 33
At t im e s ,  Hawkes's e a r l y  n o v e ls  seem more c o n fu s in g  and i n d i r e c t  
th a n  ambiguous. However, t h r e e  n o v e ls  C h a r i v a r i , The B e e t le  Leg , and
34WSCL, p .  149.
ISThe Owl, p. vi.
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The Goose on th e  G rave, do c o n ta in  am b igu ity  which f u n c t io n s  a t  the
l e v e l  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  s t r u c t u r e .  A predom inant t r a i t  o f  Hawkes's
w r i t i n g  i s  h i s  r e f u s a l  to  t e l l  a  s t o r y  d i r e c t l y .  F r e d e r ic k  Busch
d e s c r ib e s  h i s  w r i t i n g  a s  p o e t i c  as  w e l l  as  i n d i r e c t :
In  none o f h i s  works th u s  f a r  has  he employed t r a d i t i o n a l  
s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d  n a r r a t i v e  te c h n iq u e s .  From th e  o u t s e t ,  
he  has  u sed  i n t e r i o r  monologue, a d i v e r s i t y  of p l o t -  
l i n e s ,  and a th o ro u g h  d i s r e g a r d  f o r  u n i t i e s  o f  t im e ,  
p l a c e ,  and p e r s o n .  He o f t e n  p r e s e n t s  h i s  p ro s e  f i c t i o n  
a lm o s t  as ju x ta p o s e d  fragm en ts  o f  speech  and movement,
. . . [H]e p r e s e n t s  a  m elange o f  p e o p le ,  p l a c e s ,  and 
t h i n g s —much as  d o e s , say  E l i o t , i n  h i s  Waste Land,
P r u f ro c k ,  o r  G e ro n t io n . "
This  t r a i t  runs  c o n s i s t e n t l y  th ro u g h o u t  a l l  o f  h i s  w orks , b u t  i s  
most pronounced i n  h i s  e a r l y  n o v e ls .  His t e a c h e r  and f r i e n d  A lb e r t  
J .  Guerard observed  i n  th e  p r e f a c e  to  The C ann ibal t h a t  Hawkes 
l e a v e s  b eh in d  a v e ry  i n t e r e s t i n g  s to r y  w hich i s  "o b scu red  by b r i l ­
l i a n t  d e t a i l ,  . . . and by a v e ry  d i s t i n c t  r e lu c t a n c e  . . .  to  t e l l  
a  s t o r y  d i r e c t l y  . . . .  we have th e  e f f e c t  o f  a  s o l i t a r y  f l a s h l i g h t  
p la y in g  back  and f o r t h  o v e r  a d a rk  and c l u t t e r e d  room; th e  images 
may be sh a rp  o n e s ,  b u t  a c a s u a l  r e f e r e n c e  to  some m ajor happening
0 7
may be  c l a r i f i e d  on ly  f i f t y  o r  a hundred  pages l a t e r . "  Th is  image 
c a p tu r e s  one o f  Hawkes's d i s t i n c t  t r a i t s  as  a w r i t e r ,  i n d i r e c t i o n ,  
w hich a l e r t s  th e  r e a d e r  t o  s e a r c h  f o r  any new c lu e  t h a t  may re n d e r  
more l u c i d  what he has  r e a d .  In  t h i s  way re a d in g  an e a r ly  Hawkes
"^Busch, p .  59.
37John Hawkes, The C a n n ib a l , w i th  an I n t r o d u c t i o n  by A lb e r t  J .  
Guerard (New York: New D i r e c t i o n s ,  1949 ), p .  i x .
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n o v e l  i s  much l i k e  p u t t i n g  t o g e th e r  th e  p ie c e s  o f  a  j ig s a w  p u z z le .  
Because Hawkes p o ses  a q u e s t io n  and th e n  e i t h e r  w a i t s  o r  n ev er  
p ro v id e s  an answ er, th e  e f f e c t  o f  am b igu ity  i s  c u r io u s ly  cu m u la t iv e .  
We can  examine h i s  f i r s t  n o v e l ,  C h a r i v a r i , t o  see  how he c r e a t e s  b o th  
t h e  am bigu ity  and a p p a re n t  c o n fu s io n .
C h a r iv a r i
Hawkes com ple ted  C h a r iv a r i  i n  A lb e r t  J .  G u e ra rd 's  c r e a t i v e  
w r i t i n g  c l a s s  a t  H arvard  U n iv e r s i t y .  For th e  most p a r t ,  i t  r e c e iv e d  
l i t t l e  a c c la im  as c r i t i c s  g e n e r a l l y  b randed  i t  c o n fu s in g .  The p u b l i c ,  
l i k e  th e  c r i t i c s ,  responded  n e g a t i v e l y .  N e v e r th e le s s ,  we can focus  
on t h i s  n o v e l ,  as i t  r e f l e c t s  many d e v ice s  c o n ta in e d  i n  h i s  o th e r  
e a r l y  w orks . C h a r iv a r i  r e f l e c t s  Hawkes's v i s i o n  o f  l i f e  as a f r a g ­
m ented , c h a o t i c  w orld  f u l l  o f  i n e x p l i c a b l e  ev en ts  and o c c u r re n c e s .  
W r i t te n  a f t e r  Hawkes's r e t u r n  from f i e l d  s e r v i c e  i n  Europe d u r in g  
World War I I ,  t h e  n o v e l  d e p i c t s  p e o p le  r e n d e re d  w asted  and s t e r i l e  
by th e  w a r .  The s t o r y  c h a r t s  th e  e v en ts  i n  a  weekend i n  th e  l i v e s  
o f  a m id d le -ag ed  c o u p le ,  Emily and Henry Van, who a r e  e x p e c t in g  t h e i r  
f i r s t  c h i l d .  An o m n isc ie n t  t h i r d - p e r s o n  c o n sc io u sn ess  n a r r a t e s  th e  
s t o r y  and s e v e r a l  a m b ig u i t i e s  a r i s e  th ro u g h  c l e a r l y  d e f in a b le  t e c h ­
n iq u e s .  The f i r s t  am b igu ity  con ce rn s  th e  i d e n t i t y  o f  a g i r l  Henry 
s e e s  when h e  v i s i t s  a s e a s h o re  town; th e  second concerns  E m ily 's  
p regnancy  i t s e l f ;  and th e  t h i r d  a m b ig u i ty ,  w hich r e a l l y  c o n t r o l s  
th e  o th e r  a m b i g u i t i e s , c o n ce rn s  w he ther  o r  n o t  Henry and Emily e v e r
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l e a v e  t h e i r  house  d u r in g  t h i s  sequence  of e v e n ts .  B efore  we focus 
on t h e s e  s p e c i f i c  a m b ig u i t i e s ,  though , we need to  d i s c u s s  th e  n o v e l  
i t s e l f .
Throughout th e  y e a r s ,  Hawkes has  r e p e a te d ly  d en ied  b e lo n g in g  
to  c e r t a i n  a v a n t - g a r d e  l i t e r a r y  s c h o o ls .  N e v e r th e le s s ,  c r i t i c s  
r e p e a te d ly  f o i s t  upon him su ch  l a b e l s  as  a b s u r d i s t ,  e x i s t e n t i a l i s t ,  
and a n t i - r e a l i s t .  And f r e q u e n t ly  c r i t i c s  have lumped him w i th  th e  
s u r r e a l i s t  movement, w hich devo tes  i t s e l f  to  th e  s tu d y  and d e p ic t io n  
o f  dreams and h a l l u c i n a t i o n s ,  and p r a c t i c e s  su b sc o n sc io u s ly  d i c t a t e d  
"a u to m a tic "  w r i t i n g .  Though Hawkes adm its  to  an a d m ira t io n  f o r  th e  
p h i l o s o p h i c a l  g e n e s is  of t h i s  s c h o o l ,  i n  an in te r v ie w  w i th  John Kuehl 
he  d en ied  b e lo n g in g  to  i t :
I  a p p r e c i a t e  b e in g  i d e n t i f i e d  w i th  th e  s u r r e a l i s t s ,  
b u t  a t  th e  same tim e r e s i s t  t h a t  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  because  
I  d o n ’ t  th in k  i t ' s  v e ry  a p p l i c a b l e .  T h e re ’s n o th in g  
m ere ly  murky o r  d re a m lik e  about my f i c t i o n ,  and i t ' s  
n o t  a m a t te r  o f  u n co n sc io u s  flow  o r  a u to m a tic  w r i t i n g .
I 'm  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  h ig h ly  shaped and p e r f e c t e d  works of 
a r t  i n  which th e  lan g u ag e  and e v e r y th in g  i n  th e  f i c t i o n  
have  to  a ch ie v e  a c e r t a i n  i n t e n s i t y  and r i g h t n e s s .  The 
p ro s e  i n  C h a r iv a r i  i s  h ig h ly  p o e t i c  and t h a t  s h o r t  n o v e l  
i s ,  I  g u e ss ,  th e  c l o s e s t  to  s u r r e a l i s t i c  w r i t i n g  t h a t  
I ' v e  done. C h a r iv a r i  p ro b a b ly  c o n ta in s  more u n re v is e d  
u n co n sc io u s  c o n te n t  th a n  a n y th in g  e l s e  I ' v e  w r i t t e n . 38
F u r th e r ,  Hawkes s t a t e d  t h a t  v e ry  few l i t e r a l  dreams e x i s t  in
C h a r iv a r i  (p . 1 81 ) . I n s t e a d ,  he  p r e f e r s  to  t h in k  o f them as
"d ream lik e  moments":
O Q
K uehl, p .  180. A l l  u n i d e n t i f i e d  page numbers i n  th e  fo l lo w ­
in g  s e c t i o n  r e f e r  to  t h i s  e d i t i o n .
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The moments . . . a r e  s im ply  m y th ic a l  a c t u a l i t i e s .
The d i f f e r e n c e  h a s  t o  do w i th  th e  d e g re e  o f  c o ld n ess  
and detachm ent and r u t h l e s s n e s s  i n  c o n t r o l l i n g  and 
sh ap in g  th e  m a t e r i a l .  P a r a d o x ic a l l y ,  soon a f t e r  I  
began to  w r i t e ,  I  knew t h a t  I  wanted to  keep th e  r e a d e r  
o u t  o f  th e  f i c t i o n a l  e x p e r ie n c e ,  wanted to  r e s i s t  th e  
r e a d e r  so t h a t  he  would p a r t i c i p a t e  more f u l l y .
S u r re a l i s m ,  to  me, s u g g e s ts  a  k in d  of in d u lg e n c e  
o r  l e t t i n g  go, th e  c r e a t i o n  o f  an  amorphous w o rld .
My f i c t i o n s  a t  b e s t  a r e  h a rd ly  amorphous. They a r e  
h ig h ly  t e x t u r e d ,  b u t  th e  images and v io le n c e  a r e  c r i s p l y  
c r e a t e d ,  s h a r p ly  done.^9
Hawkes, th e n ,  seems to  o b j e c t  more to  b e in g  i d e n t i f i e d  w i th  a  c e r t a i n
te c h n iq u e  th a n  i t s  r e s u l t .  And w h ile  C h a r iv a r i  c e r t a i n l y  c o n ta in s
h ig h ly  t e x tu r e d  sh a rp  im ag es ,  i t  n e v e r th e l e s s  s u s t a i n s  a d ream lik e
q u a l i t y  th ro u g h o u t  th e  n o v e l  t h a t  r e n d e rs  c e r t a i n  a s p e c t s  ambiguous.
As th e  n o v e l  open s ,  Henry and Emily l i e  s l e e p in g  and dreaming
in  s e p a r a t e  rooms— t h e i r  s e p a r a t i o n  f u r t h e r  emphasized by th e  guard
dog which " p a t r o l s "  th e  h a l l  in -b e tw e en  t h e i r  rooms. Suddenly ,
Hawkes "p lu n k s"  us down i n  th e  m id s t  o f  H e n ry 's  dream i n  which he
co n v erse s  w i th  th e  " E x p o s i to r , "  th e  c o n t r o l l i n g  f o r c e  o f th e  dream.
H ere ,  we f i r s t  e x p e r ie n c e  one d e v ic e  Hawkes c o n t in u a l ly  e x p l o i t s  ( th e
dream) a s  he a l lo w s  us to  eavesd rop  i n  on t h i s  b i z a r r e  dream
c o n v e r s a t i o n :
E x p o s i to r :  What tim e  i s  i t ,  Henry?
Henry: Four o 'c l o c k .
E x p o s i to r :  What sh o u ld  you be doing?
Henry: I  sh o u ld  be c o u n t in g  my g o ld .
E x p o s i to r :  N onsense. You shou ld  be  o u t c le a n in g  th e
s t a b l e s .  Come on; w e ' l l  t a k e  you to  c l e a n  th e  
s t a b l e s .
39Kuehl, p. 181.
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Henry: Must I  do i t  w i th  my hands?
E x p o s i to r :  C e r t a i n l y .  What do you see  ly in g  over t h e r e
i n  th e  hay?
Henry: A woman.
E x p o s i to r :  What i s  she doing?
Henry: Making love  to  th e  s t a b l e  boy w h ile  I  do h i s  work.
E x p o s i to r :  Do you n o t i c e  a n y th in g  d i f f e r e n t ?
Henry: Yes, she has  a baby in  h e r  arms.
E x p o s i to r :  What do you have to  do now?
Henry: I  have to  p u t  i t  i n  a b ucket of w a te r  and keep i t
t h e r e  so she can go on making lo v e .
E x p o s i to r :  Do you t h in k  you can keep i t  from jumping
o u t and b i t i n g  you?
Henry: I  c a n ' t .  I t ' s  going  to  b i t e ,  i t ’ s going to  b i t e !
I ' l l  run  away. I 'm  going to  ru n ,  run  . . .
E x p o s i to r :  I ' l l  t u r n  you i n t o  th e  drowning baby i f  you
do, Henry . . .
Henry: I 'm  drow ning. Help me, h e lp  me . . .
T h is  dream sequence in t r o d u c e s  us t o  th e  k ind  of s t r u c t u r i n g  t h a t  i s  
so much a p a r t  of Hawkes's e a r l y  w r i t i n g .  Hawkes ju x ta p o s e s  con­
fu s in g  and a p p a r e n t ly  u n r e l a t e d  e v e n ts  and combines them w ith  
n o n s e n s ic a l  c o n v e r s a t io n s  which appea r  u n m o tiv a ted .  In  t h i s  in s t a n c e  
th e  dream s t r u c t u r e  i t s e l f  p ro v id e s  a k ind  o f "excuse"  f o r  th e  
a p p a ren t  nonsense  of t h i s  p a s s a g e ,  b u t  l a t e r  we d is c o v e r  a co n tin u ed  
commingling o f  s t a r k  r e a l i t y  and b i z a r r e ,  im agined f a n t a s y .  Abrupt 
u n ex p la in ed  sw itch e s  from r e a l i t y  to  f a n ta s y  such a s  th e s e  cause  a 
sen se  o f  v e r t i g o  in  th e  r e a d e r  as  i f  he were s l i g h t l y  o f f  b a la n c e .
The sense  of c o n fu s io n  t h a t  a r i s e s  works w e l l  w i th in  th e  c r e a te d  
r e a l i t y  of C h a r i v a r i , though i t  has g a rn e red  extrem e d i s a p p r o v a l .  
C e r t a i n l y ,  th e s e  sw i tc h e s  p rove  d i f f i c u l t  to  fo l lo w .  N e v e r th e le s s ,
40John Hawkes, Lunar L an d scap es : S t o r i e s  S h o r t  N o v e ls ,
1949-1963 (New York: New D i r e c t i o n s ,  1969), pp. b l - 5 2 .  A l l  un­
i d e n t i f i e d  page numbers r e f e r r i n g  to  C h a r iv a r i  and The Goose on th e  
Grave r e f e r  to  t h i s  e d i t i o n .
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th e y  in t r o d u c e  one o f  th e  amazing t r a i t s  of Hawkes's c r e a t i v e  a b i l i t y :  
c o n t in u a l  j u x t a p o s i t i o n i n g  of two d i f f e r e n t  ty p e s  o f  r e a l i t y  which 
work a r t i s t i c a l l y .  In  C h a r i v a r i , f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  Hawkes u s e s  p u re ly  
c r e a t i v e  s e t t i n g s ,  o r  what Oberbeck has  c a l l e d  " la n d sc a p e s  w ith  110 
r e a l  c o u n te r p a r t  in  th e  co n sc io u s  w orld . They a re  so s k i l l f u l  a mix­
t u r e  o f  th e  r e a l  and th e  imagined t h a t  r e a d e r s  can b a r e ly  n o t i c e  any 
s e p a r a t i o n s . " ^  Busch n o te s  t h a t  in  p a r t i c u l a r  i n  C h a r iv a r i  th e  
r e a d e r  has d i f f i c u l t y  in  d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  th e  r e a l  world from th e  
dream w o r ld .  In  f a c t ,  he n o te s  " in  th e  c o n te x t  o f  th e  nove l and i t s
h a l l u c i n a t i o n  c h a r a c t e r s ,  dream and a p o s s ib l e  p h y s ic a l  a c t u a l i t y  a re  
A 2i n s e p a r a b l e . "  Let us c o n s id e r  t h i s  te c h n iq u e  more c lo s e ly  by 
exam ining f u r t h e r  th e  b a s ic  p l o t  of th e  n o v e l .
Henry and Emily a re  a p p a r e n t ly  hav ing  an a n n iv e r s a r y .  With­
out c o n v e r s a t io n ,  Emily "announces"  t h a t  g u e s t s  w i l l  a r r i v e  by a 
n o te  ta ck e d  to  th e  w a l l  which re a d s  " 'd inner  a t  o n e '"  (p . 5 3 ) .  The 
r e s t  of th e  s to r y  p ro v id e s  g lim pses  o f  th e  p a r ty  g u e s t s — an odd 
a s s o r tm e n t  o f  r e v e l e r s  who s ta y  a t  th e  Vans' house f o r  th e  rem ainder 
of th e  a c t i o n .  The meaning o f th e  t i t l e  h e lp s  to  c l a r i f y  th e  fram e­
work o f  th e  n o v e l .  The Oxford E n g l ish  D ic t io n a ry  d e f in e s  " c h a r i v a r i "  
a s  "a s e ren ad e  of ' ro u g h  m u s ic , '  w i th  k e t t l e s ,  p an s ,  t e a - t r a y s ,  and 
th e  l i k e ,  used in  F rance  i n  mockery and d e r i s i o n  o f  incongruous  or
^ O b e r b e c k ,  p .  197.
42 Busch, p . 15. However, Hawkes has o b je c te d  to  t h i s  l a b e l i n g  
of  h i s  work a s  s u r r e a l i s t i c .  See a l s o  Kuehl, p . 180.
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un p o p u la r  m a r r ia g e s  and o f  u n p o p u la r  p eo p le  g e n e r a l l y . "  The Random 
House D ic t io n a ry  f u r t h e r  d e f in e s  " c h a r i v a r i "  a s  a " h e a d a c h e ."  Both 
meanings f i t  w e l l  in  th e  c o n te x t  o f  th e  n o v e l .  For Emily and Henry 
th e  p regnancy  i s  a h eadache , one f i n a l l y  t e r m in a te d .  In  a d d i t i o n ,  
th e  a n n iv e r s a r y  p a r ty  g u e s t s  f u n c t io n  much a s  n o isy  r e v e l e r s  who 
mock and d e r id e  th e  couple  t h a t  s o c i e t a l  norms d i c t a t e  they  should 
h o n o r . ^
The n o v e l  s h i f t s  between th e  a c t i o n  a t  th e  p a r t y ,  E m ily 's  and 
H e n ry 's  p a r e n t s ’ r e a c t i o n  to  h e r  news, and in e x p l i c a b l e  sequences 
which ta k e  Henry and Emily away from th e  a c t i o n  o f  th e  p a r t y  to  
s t r a n g e l y  d e p ic te d  l o c a l e s .  At one p o i n t ,  f o r  example, Henry le a v e s  
th e  p a r ty  f o r  an unnamed s e a sh o re  town. Why he l e a v e s ,  where he 
g o es ,  or w he ther he i s  o n ly  dreaming a re  q u e s t io n s  Hawkes le a v e s  
unansw ered . Here, th e n ,  a m b ig u i t i e s  a r i s e  n o t  because  two o r more 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  a re  su p p o r te d  by many c lu e s  b u t  because  th e  very  
l a c k  of c lu e s  i n v i t e s  us  to  e n t e r t a i n  th e s e  s e v e r a l  p o s s i b i l i t i e s .
En r o u te  to  th e  town Henry see s  a young woman he t h in k s  i s  Emily:
He looked back a g a in  a t  th e  woman w i th  th e  b la c k  h a t .
Emily? (p . 7 7 ) .
And l a t e r  when he i s  s e t t l i n g  down in  h i s  r e n te d  room:
He stood  by th e  window w atch ing  th e  sea  when h i s  eye 
was caught by a movement in  th e  s t r e e t  below; a woman 
was e n te r in g  a low b u i ld in g  h o ld in g  a sm all  b la c k  h a t  
from th e  wind and c a r r y in g  a b und le  of f r u i t — sh e , a
43A ccording to  Dr. C l in to n  B ra d fo rd ,  however, in  America th e  
concep t of " s h iv a r e e "  has no p e j o r a t i v e  c o n n o ta t io n s .  In  f a c t ,  he 
say s  i t  i s  " th e  t o t a l  a n t i t h e s i s  o f  'h e a d a c h e . ' "  But n o t e ,  to o ,  
t h a t  th e  s e t t i n g  of C h a r iv a r i  i s  England and n o t  America.
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b a r t e r e d ,  m y th ic a l  b r i d e ,  vaporous  Em ily. I t  was a 
s l a n t i n g  s e a -g re e n  house w i th  a  s t e e p - p i t c h e d  r o o f ,  
and she went in  th ro u g h  th e  back  d o o r .  Henry p u l le d  
th e  b l in d  and f lu n g  h i s  body on th e  bed . He p u l le d  
th e  lumpy q u i l t  up over h i s  h ead , b rough t h i s  knees 
up t o  h i s  stomach and f e l l  a s le e p  (p . 8 0 ) .
Because of th e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h i s  p a s s a g e ,  a r e s id u e  of th e  dream
s t r u c t u r e  h a u n ts  our m inds. And l a t e r  when Henry a g a in  goes to  the
window he once more s e e s  h i s  " b r i d e - e l e c t " :
He went to  th e  window and l e t  th e  shade up; i t  s tu c k ,  
go t o u t o f  h an d , went up w ith  a bang and r o l l e d  a n g r i l y  
f o r  a moment. E x c item en t.  He was n o t  s u r e  w hether 
Emily was a c r o s s  th e  s t r e e t  o r  n o t .  He p eered  th rough  
th e  wet g l a s s ,  go o u t ,  go out to  p la y  he th o u g h t ,  and 
h i s  fo reh ead  touched  th e  co ld  s u r f a c e .  Then he saw th e  
l i g h t e d  window. She s a t  lo o k in g  o u t ,  s t i l l  w earing  th e  
l i t t l e  b la c k  h a t ,  a phantom b r i d e - e l e c t .  She sim ply 
s a t  m o t io n le s s  w a tch ing  th e  r a i n .  Henry f e l t  t h a t  th e  
tim e  was f a s t  a p p ro ach in g  when h i s  eyes  would f a s t e n  
on to  h e r  and h o ld ,  when he would sp eak . The l i f e - g i v i n g  
c o lo r  o f  th e  sea  tu rn e d  deepe r  and sp ra y  f lew  h ig h  from 
th e  s l im y  ro c k s .  One more look  a t  h e r  in  th e  window, 
h e r  hands a w a i t in g  th e  c a l l a  l i l i e s ,  and he went 
d o w n s ta i r s  (p . 8 2 ) .
And a g a in ,  a f t e r  th e  i n t e r v e n t i o n  o f  s e v e r a l  p a g es ,  Hawkes rem inds
us  o f  t h i s  phantom Emily:
The door opened and she came o u t  and walked e a s i l y  
i n t o  th e  s to rm . For a moment she was b u t  t h i r t y  f e e t  
from him. M ira c u lo u s ly  th e  b la c k  h a t  s ta y e d  in  p l a c e .
He cou ld  a lm os t see  th e  f e a t u r e s  of th e  f a c e ,  oh, Em ily, 
y e s ,  y e s ,  th e  how ling  w ind , . . . th e  eyes  covered  by a con­
s t a n t  v e i l ,  th e  h a i r  b e a t i n g  upon th e  open t h r o a t
(p .  88).
At no p o in t  does th e  und ram atized  t h i r d - p e r s o n  n a r r a t o r  commit him­
s e l f  to  a d e f i n i t i v e ,  p o s i t i v e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  t h i s  woman as  Emily. 
I n s t e a d ,  he s u g g e s ts  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  th e  woman i s  Emily th rough  
th e  fo u r  p a s sa g e s  c i t e d  above. But i f  we reexam ine  th e s e  fo u r
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p a s s a g e s ,  we n o t i c e  t h a t  Hawkes nowhere o f f e r s  c lu e s  which w i l l  
su p p o r t  e i t h e r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n — t h a t  she i s  Emily o r  t h a t  she i s  n o t .  
Thus Hawkes c r e a t e s  t h i s  a m b ig u i ty ,  f i r s t  o f  a l l ,  th rough  gaps— he 
w ith h o ld s  in fo rm a t io n  t h a t  would t e l l  us th e  i d e n t i t y  o f  th e  woman. 
C le a r ly ,  a t  t h i s  p o i n t ,  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  e x i s t s  t h a t  th e  woman i s  
Em ily, b u t we canno t know f o r  s u r e ,  e s p e c i a l l y  s in c e  o th e r  scenes  
i n d i c a t e  she i s  s t i l l  a t  th e  p a r t y .  We a re  no t even su re  th e  woman 
i s  r e a l i t y  or m erely  a confused  dream, a s  she i s  d e sc r ib e d  alm ost 
s p e c t r e - l i k e .  N e v e r th e le s s ,  we cannot d is m is s  any p assag e  a s  on ly  
f a n t a s y ,  s in c e  th e  fo u n d a t io n  o f  r e a l i t y  c l e a r l y  e x i s t s .
S e v e ra l  pages in te r v e n e  b e fo re  th e  t e x t  r e s o lv e s  th e  i d e n t i t y  
o f  th e  woman. We l e a r n  t h a t  t h i s  young woman in  th e  b la c k  h a t  has 
drowned:
Her b la c k  h a t  was caught under h e r  h ead . The body 
was h a l f  tw is te d  around one o f th e  p i l e s .  She was 
p u t  i n to  th e  s t r e t c h e r  and rope  was l a c e d ,  c r i s s - c r o s s ,  
up th e  f r o n t  l i k e  a j a c k e t .  The fa c e  was pushed down 
under an arm. Pounding of th e  s u r f .  They began to  
p u l l  th e  ro p es  from up on th e  p i e r  (p . 92 ) .
We cannot say  f o r  su re  i t  i s  th e  same woman p r e v io u s ly  d e s c r ib e d ,
o r  i f  t h a t  woman was Em ily , o r  even i f  Henry saw anyone, because  of
th e  elem ent of f a n ta s y  p r e s e n t  th ro u g h o u t  th e  t e x t .  And because  th e
dream s t r u c t u r i n g  e x i s t s ,  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  e x i s t s  t h a t  no drowning
o c c u r re d .  I n s t e a d ,  Hawkes has  duped us i n t o  a s ea rc h  f o r  th e
u n an sw erab le ,  c r e a t i n g  a sen se  o f am b ig u i ty ,  f o r c in g  us i n t o  a c t i v e
p a r t i c i p a t i o n  w i th  th e  t e x t .  Hawkes f i l l s  h i s  works w i th  t h i s  k ind
of i n d i r e c t n e s s  r e m in is c e n t  o f  th e  in co m p le te  r e v e r s a l  d e s c r ib e d  in
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C hap ter  IV. We become v ic t im s  o f th e  book because  our f r u s t r a t i o n  
p a r a l l e l s  t h a t  o f  th e  c h a r a c t e r s .  L es t  we assume i t  i s  a game and 
Hawkes i s  w i l l f u l l y  to y in g  w i th  u s ,  we should  remember t h a t  t h i s  
a s s a u l t i n g  o f  our s e n s i b i l i t i e s  i s  c o n s i s t e n t  w ith  h i s  p o e t i c  v i s i o n — 
one t h a t  r e g a rd s  l i f e  a s  to o  complex and c h a o t i c  ev er  to  re n d e r  every  
d e t a i l  co m p le te ly  l u c i d l y .  But because  t h e r e  i s  always an elem ent of 
r e a l i t y  in te rm ix e d  w i th  th e  most h a l l u c i n a t o r y  o f  s c e n e s ,  we cannot 
d ism is s  even t h i s  v e ry  e x p e r im e n ta l  work a s  mere r a v in g s .  Hawkes 
d e n ie s  th e  use  o f  c o n v e n t io n a l  d e v ic e s  o f  r e a l i s m ,  y e t  even C h a r iv a r i  
r e t a i n s  sp o ra d ic  moments o f  p l o t ,  c h a r a c t e r ,  and s e t t i n g  which make 
i t  work on s e v e r a l  l e v e l s .  Hawkes, th e n ,  u ses  n a t u r a l  law s, b u t  
o b l i t e r a t e s  them b e fo re  our eyes and dupes u s .  Thus we cannot c l a s s i f y  
Hawkes's work as  s t r i c t  s u r r e a l i s m  o r  a n t i - r e a l i s m .  The d e f i n i t e  
n a r r a t i v e  p u ls e  which f o r c e s  th e  a c t i o n  fo rw ard  c r e a t e s  a sense  of 
r e a l i t y ,  and th e  commingling o f d i f f e r e n t  l e v e l s  o f  dream and r e a l i t y  
c r e a t e s  i n e x p l i c a b l e  and ambiguous e v e n ts .
Concomitant w ith  t h i s  te c h n iq u e  i s  a d e v ice  he u ses  more and
more in  l a t e r  books, th e  d i s l o c a t i o n  o f  tim e and p l a c e .  His s t o r i e s
a re  n o t t o l d  in  c h r o n o lo g ic a l  o r d e r .  I n s t e a d ,  he moves beyond f l a s h -
44backs o r  a s s o c i a t i o n a l  s t r u c t u r i n g  to  a k ind  o f  " i n s i s t e n c e "  o f  
d i f f e r e n t  t im es  and p la c e s  i n t o  c o e x i s t e n c e .  For example in  C h a r i v a r i , 
we v iew  Henry f i r s t  a t  h i s  p a r t y ,  th e n  a t  a s e a s h o re  town. But w i th in
44Busch, p. 23.
th e  s e c t i o n  which fo c u se s  on h i s  s ea sh o re  i n t e r l u d e ,  we see  him a t  
an in n  w i th  b e e r  b u d d ie s .  We suddenly  r e a l i z e  t h a t  we a r e  now a t  
h i s  b a c h e lo r  p a r t y .  Logic d i c t a t e s  t h a t  t h i s  i s  an i m p o s s i b i l i t y ,  
s in c e  he has  been m arr ie d  f o r  y e a r s .  Hawkes le a v e s  u n c le a r  w hether 
th e  b a c h e lo r  p a r t y  e x i s t s  in  r e a l i t y  o r  on ly  in  H enry’s mind, sp u rred  
by th e  s u r ro u n d in g  e v e n t s .  Hawkes does t h i s  s e v e r a l  t im es  in  t h i s  
n o v e l :  a t  one p o in t  he r e t u r n s  th e  a c t i o n  to  Emily and H en ry 's  wedding
day; l a t e r  he t h r u s t s  Emily i n t o  a n ig h tm a r ish  p h y s ic a l  exam ina tion  
presum ably  r e l a t e d  to  h e r  pregnancy (though we canno t be s u r e ) . Th is  
d e v ic e  h e lp s  to  r e i n f o r c e  and i d e n t i f y  th e  am bigu ity  of th e  woman.
These sw i tch e s  between f a n ta s y  and r e a l i t y  o ccu r  so o f t e n  and a re  so 
s k i l l f u l l y  done t h a t  nowhere can th e  r e a d e r  p o s i t i v e l y  d i s c e r n  w hether 
th e  e n t i r e  novel i s  dream or r e a l i t y .  Th is  d e v ice  becomes a m ajor 
fo rc e  in  C h a r iv a r i  and becomes q u i t e  s i g n i f i c a n t  in  term s of am b ig u ity .  
In o th e r  w ords, th e  s e t t i n g  o f  C h a r iv a r i  (one o f  th e  l e v e l s  of th e  
n a r r a t i v e  a t  which a m b ig u ity  can a r i s e )  fu n c t io n s  to  c r e a t e  th e  o v e r ­
a l l  am b igu ity  and c o n fu s io n  of th e  e n t i r e  n o v e l .  H ere, we can argue 
t h a t  th e  s e t t i n g  i s  p u r e ly  r e a l i s t i c ,  p u re ly  imagined ( in  th e  c h a ra c ­
t e r s '  h e a d s ) ,  o r  b o th .  Thus th r e e  d i s t i n c t  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  a r i s e  and 
Hawkes weaves th e  p r im ary  s e t t i n g — th e  Vans' house—w ith  th e  dream 
s e t t i n g s  so t h a t  we cannot p o s i t i v e l y  s e p a r a t e  them. The n a r r a t i v e  
te c h n iq u e  o f u s in g  tem porary  and permanent gaps , d i s l o c a t i o n s  o f  tim e 
and p l a c e ,  and s w i tc h e s  between r e a l i t y  and dream a l l  d i s a l lo w  our 
knowing i f  th e  s e t t i n g  i s  p u re ly  r e a l  o r  p u re ly  dream. We can
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examine s e v e r a l  i n s t a n c e s  which su p p o r t  t h i s  a m b ig u ity .  F i r s t  i s  th e  
opening  dream sequence c i t e d  e a r l i e r  which s e t s  up th e  framework f o r  
th e  n o v e l .  L a te r  t h a t  even ing  th e  t e x t  c o n t in u e s  th e  imagery as  i t  
d e s c r ib e s  E m ily 's  dream:
1 :30  A.M. E m ily 's  dream .
She was a l i t t l e  g i r l ,  n in e  y e a r s  o ld ,  w a lk ing  th ro u g h  
th e  f o r e s t .
E x p o s i to r :  Where a re  you g o in g ,  l i t t l e  g i r l ?
Emily: I 'm  going to  g ra n d m o th e r 's  f u n e r a l .
E x p o s i to r :  And what w i l l  you do th e re ?
Emily: I ' l l  say goodbye.
The a rc h e ty p e s  s to o d  around th e  room in  b la c k  and 
w h i te ,  th e  moon shone th ro u g h  th e  window, red  t r e e s  
su rrounded  th e  h o u s e . F a th e r  was a s t e r n  man w i th  
sh in y  i n s i g n i a  on h i s  s h o u ld e r s ,  and mother looked 
as i f  she would c ry .  The organ was c a r o l in g  ve ry  
s o f t l y .
E x p o s i to r :  You have come a long  way.
Emily: Yes. But now I  am he re  to  see  g randm other.
She i s  a v e ry  lo v e ly  la d y .  I  would l i k e  to  g ive  h e r  
a k i s s .  The l i t t l e  g i r l  c r e p t  up to  th e  b i e r ,  push ing  
h e r  way th rough  ga rdens  of f lo w e r s .  She h e ld  one of 
th e  coo l hands as  th e  m i n i s t e r ' s  sonorous  v o ic e  began 
th e  f a r e w e l l .  A ll  o f th e  peop le  l o s t  t h e i r  names in  
t r i b u t e  to  b e a u t i f u l  g randm other. A l l  of t h e i r  q u i e t  
b r e a th s  t o g e th e r  seemed l i k e  th e  b r e a th in g  o f th e  
s l e e p in g  woman. She waxed and waned. I  le a v e  a l l  
my c h i l d r e n .
Then a l i t t l e  b e l l  t i n k l e d  and everyone began to  
p u t  on t h e i r  h a t s  (p . 75 ) .
H ere , Hawkes c o n t in u e s  th e  dream im agery b u t  makes th e  dream so
r e a l i s t i c  in  some ways t h a t  th e  dream and r e a l i t y  a g a in  c o e x i s t .
Soon a f t e r  t h i s  seq u en ce ,  in  th e  second s e c t i o n  o f  th e  nove l
e n t i t l e d  "The B a c h e lo r s ,"  th e  n a r r a t o r  t e l l s  us  o f  Henry who i s  no
lo n g e r  a t  th e  p a r t y :
H a t le s s  Henry f la g g e d  th e  b u s .  I t s  y e l lo w  eyes  bore  
down in  th e  m is t  w ith  s team ing  s i l h o u e t t e s  beh ind  th e  
smoked g l a s s .  The s i l h o u e t t e s  were c lo th e d  in  b lu e
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and g ray .  No one t a lk e d  to  th e  d r i v e r .  A few looked 
up a t  th e  new p a s s e n g e r ;  he sm iled  and reached  to  th e  
cash  box.
"Look a t  da babe in  da c o r n e r . "
"Look a t  da b a b e ."
"Look a t  d a t  b a b e ."
A young woman h o ld in g  a wet bund le  s a t  in  th e  c o rn e r .
Her eyes  were shaded by a l i t t l e  b la c k  h a t ,  a h a t  above 
th e  p o in te d  s k u l l  o f  a J e z e b e l .
Henry dropped h i s  c o in  i n t o  th e  box and b raced  h im s e lf  
a g a in s t  th e  s t e e l  s t a n c h io n s .  He h eard  th e  w heels  churn­
ing  th e  mud (p . 77).
Hawkes o f f e r s  no e x p la n a t io n  a s  to  why Henry l e f t  th e  p a r t y ,  or even
i f  he r e a l l y  d id .  T h is  cou ld  be a n o th e r  dream and Henry could  be
s a f e l y  a t  home. Or t h i s  p a ssa g e  m ight be a f la s h b a c k  which o ccu rred
i n  H en ry 's  e a r l i e r  l i f e .  Hawkes g iv e s  no c l e a r  i n d i c a t i o n s ,  though
he s u g g e s ts  a l l  th o se  p o s s i b i l i t i e s .
The n e x t  s e c t i o n  o f  th e  n o v e l ,  however, s u g g e s ts  t h a t  Henry 
d id  p h y s i c a l l y  le a v e  th e  p a r t y .  We r e t u r n  to  th e  p a r t y  and l e a r n  
t h a t :
R ev e lry  f l u c t u a t e d  a l l  n ig h t  lo n g ; a s i n g l e  laugh 
would r i n g  o u t ;  someone would become t e m p o r a r i ly  e x c i te d  
and so s t i r  th e  whole p a r t y  awake a g a in .  Then s i l e n c e ,  
w a te r  ru n n in g ,  th e  sound o f  "S leepy tim e  G a l ,"  "The Lam­
b e th  W alk,"  " T h a t ' s  My Baby," th e  sound o f  f l e s h ,  oh, 
g e t  o u t ,  and back to  s i l e n c e ,  w i th  th e  c u r t a i n  o f  r a i n .
They were c e l e b r a t i n g ,  though th e y  n e v e r  knew i t ,  of 
c o u rs e ,  w h ile  Henry wandered f a r  and Emily s ta y e d  a lo n e  
(p .  83).
T h is  i s  f u r t h e r  c o r r o b o r a te d ,  when, on th e  n e x t  morning Emily a sk s  a 
g u e s t ,  th e  " a d v e n tu re s s  i n  g r e e n ,"  where Henry i s :
"W hat's  go ing  on t h i s  m orning?" she [Emily] a sk ed .
"Not a damn th in g  now. Most o f  them a re  s t i l l  h a l f  
dead . . . "
•  •  •  •
"Some more c o f fe e ,  d a r l i n g ? "  The a d v e n tu re s s  h e ld  
th e  l i t t l e  p o t .
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"Thank you* • • * Have you seen  Henry?"
"Who?" A p a u se .  "Oh, Vanny. He went ou t f o r  a 
walk l a s t  n i g h t ,  a lo n g  one. He’s s t i l l  g o n e ."
•  •  •  •
"He’ l l  p ro b a b ly  come back  soon. But h e ' s  n ev er  
done t h i s  b e f o r e .  Oh, w e l l ,  I  w o n 't  w o r ry ."  She 
looked up b r i g h t l y .  "Today w e ' l l  have fun"  (pp. 8 5 -8 6 ) .
But when once a g a in  Hawkes s w i tc h e s  us to  th e  s e a sh o re  la n d sc a p e ,  he
s u g g e s ts  the  dream s e t t i n g :
The wind p u l l e d  th e  door from h i s  hands and slammed 
i t  s h u t .  C o n v e rsa t io n  d ie d .  He s to o d  f a c in g  th e  f i r e ,  
t r y i n g  to  c o l l e c t  h i s  e x c i te m e n t ,  to  h o ld  h i s  s p i r i t  
down h e re  in  th e  Sea H o rse , a  t im e le s s  in n .  Wooden 
t a b l e s  and benches were worn smooth and w h ite  and around 
them were m ass ive  re d  f l i c k e r i n g  f a c e s .
"How d 'y a  do. A rum f o r  th e  gen tlem an , J im ."
He s a t  down n e x t  to  th e  b ig  c a p t 'n  w ith  th e  s i l v e r  
mug. The h e a t  of t h e  f i r e  c u r le d  round h i s  a n k le s .
The s h i p ' s  b e l l  t o l l e d  f i v e  b e l l s ;  i t  was d a rk  o u t s id e .
There were no women a t  th e  in n .  Absence of long  
h a i r ,  p a le  s k in ,  t a p e r i n g  l e g s ,  and P i c c a d i l l y  v o ic e s ;  
no c h i l d i s h  heads in  d u s t in g  c ap s ,  no Eve d re s se d  in  
le a v e s  o r  s l i n k i n g  i n  s p a n g le s ,  no perfum e, n o th in g  
f o r  th e  bees  to  buzz a b o u t .
Q u ite  th e  c o n t r a r y ,  i t  was a p la c e  o f  s t a g s  (p . 89 ) .
Th is  scene seems c l e a r l y  to  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  Henry i s  away from th e  p a r ty  
and a t  an in n .  But th e  word " t im e le s s "  e a r l y  in  th e  p a rag rap h  sug­
g e s t s  th e  d ream lik e  q u a l i t y  t h a t  p e rm ea tes  th e  e n t i r e  n o v e l :
Fa t men had t h e i r  v e s t s  u n b u t to n e d ,  g ray  w rin k le d  s h i r t -  
t a i l s  crumpled ou t from th e  t i g h t  w a i s t l i n e s ,  t o o t h l e s s  
o r  even gum less , jo w ls  were s t a i n e d  w i th  th e  io d in e  t i n t  
of n i c o t i n e .  A few o f  th e  v e ry  o ld  wore p a i r s  of s m a l l ,  
round , gold e y e g la s s e s ;  th e y  c o n s t a n t ly  sq u in te d  and wiped 
t h e i r  heavy f a c e s  w i th  t h e i r  hands. The m ascu lin e  chamber, 
w ith  s p i t t l e ,  b e e f  and b e e r ,  th e  r o a r in g  f i r e ,  s te n c h  of 
d ry in g  c l o t h ,  th e  pungent odor o f  b u r n t - o u t  p ip e s ,  and 
a b o a r ' s  head on th e  w a l l ,  m o th -e a te n .  Here models of 
s h ip s  were hung in  d i r t y  b o t t l e s ,  a keg o f  a l e  w ith  a 
b r a s s  s p ig o t  was g re e n ,  th e  p a i n t i n g s  o f  f i s h  and f isherm an  
hung crooked in  th e  shadows. Coat t a i l s  h ig h ,  backs  to
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th e  f la m e s ,  in  f o r g o t t e n  rough v o ic e s  th e  o ld  bucks 
grum bled. S ta g s .  Out o f  th e  s to rm .
S ta g s .  The work s tu c k  i n  H e n ry 's  mind. Men, 
g a th e re d  c o n g e n ia l ly  to  t a l k ,  to  smoke, f a t  hands 
h o ld in g  th e  c law s o f  c h a i r s ,  grew o ld ;  . . . (pp . 8 9 -9 0 ) .
A l a t e r  p a ra g rap h  opens w i th  a s en te n c e  which s u g g e s ts  t h a t  
Henry r e c a l l s  h i s  b a c h e lo r  p a r ty  a s  a r e s u l t  o f  th e  en v iro n m en ta l  
s t i m u l i .  But i f  we c l o s e l y  examine th e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  th e  p a s s a g e ,  
we n o t i c e  t h a t  i t  weaves o c c u r re n c e s  a t  th e  s ea sh o re  inn  w ith  
happenings of th e  r e c a l l e d  b a c h e lo r  p a r ty  in  such a way t h a t  p o s i t s  
th e  m u l t ip l e  m eanings:
G aylor had thrown a p a r t y  f o r  him th e  n ig h t  b e fo re  
h i s  wedding. G iant c a n d e la b ra ,  even ing  d r e s s ,  t h in  
c i g a r e t t e s ,  l e a d e r s  o f  th e  w e s te rn  w o r ld ,  th ey  came 
to  a p r i v a t e  d in in g  room in  a l a r g e  h o t e l .  S lender  
g l a s s e s ,  m edals on b la c k  l a p e l s ,  d i s c r e e t  w a i t e r s  
and th ey  t o ld  t h e i r  j o k e s .  "That was a good one.
Hear! H ear!"  Red b e e f ,  c u t  w ith  a sw o rd - l ik e  ca rv in g  
k n i f e  f o r  the  fo p s ,  grew c o ld .  Men to g e th e r  on ly  fo r  
th e  show.
" H e r e 's  to  Henry a s  he s t a r t s  ou t on th e  s e a . "
"W e 'l l  d r in k  to  t h a t ! "  D inner j a c k e t s  open, c i g a r s ,  
they  t r i e d  to  be in fo rm a l  w i th  b a ld  heads  and t a l e s  of 
e sp io n ag e . Henry had f e l t  r a t h e r  shy , G aylor was ve ry  
happy, c l a r e t ,  w h ite  w in e ,  b ran d y , s t o r i e s  of f i r s t  
n i g h t s ,  th e  h u n t in g  o f  th e  v i r g i n ,  ex p en s iv e  and f a l s e ,  
g l i t t e r i n g .
"To th e  m a s te r ,  may he r u l e  w i th  an i r o n  f i s t . "
Loud l a u g h t e r .
"Beat h e r  i f  you have t o ,  H enry ,"  more l a u g h te r  (p. 90 ).  
C le a r ly ,  th e  use  of th e  p a s t  t e n s e  and th e  change in  d e s c r i p t i o n s  of 
th e  men, would seem to  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  no am bigu ity  e x i s t s .  However, 
we should  n o t i c e  how th e  end of th e  d e s c r i p t i o n  of th e  s ta g  p a r ty  
l e a d s  r i g h t  back to  th e  scene  a t  th e  s e a s h o re :
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"Beat h e r  i f  you have to ,  H en ry ,"  more l a u g h t e r .
H and-shak ing . Pomp. Good f e l lo w .
He had f e l t  t e r r i b l e  th e  n ex t day and c o u ld n ’ t  
remember v e ry  much b u t  m i l l i o n s  on m i l l i o n s  o f  l i g h t s .
" B u t ,"  th o u g h t Henry, " t h i s  i s  my s t a g  p a r t y . "  An 
o ld  man f e l l  t o  s n o r in g .  I t  was th e  p a r ty  o f  a few 
h e a l th y  ch u ck le s  and g ru n ted  c a c k le s .  In  th e  s i l e n c e  
th e s e  o l d s t e r s  seemed to  say ,  "Be o f  good c h e e r ,  be of 
good c h e e r ,  l a d ,  your wedding n ig h t  i s  s t i l l  to  come."
I t  was a l l  f o r  him, th e  o ld  granddads were g iv in g  him 
t h i s ,  a s t a g  p a r t y .  S u rv iv o rs  o f  th e  s e a ,  a l i t t l e  
group o f U ly s s e s '  men w ith  a l b a t r o s s e s  hung round t h e i r  
n e ck s .  Henry f e l t  a s  i f  th e  bouquet and sword were in  
h i s  hand. He, th e  man w ith  th e  r e tu rn e d  s p i r i t ,  would 
f in d  h e r  w a i t in g ,  d re s se d  in  r o s e ,  a s im ple  r o s a r y  
around h e r  t h r o a t .
The b ig  man w i th  th e  s i l v e r  mug took  a n o th e r  d r in k .
"C'mon, l a d ,  d r in k  u p ."
Henry gulped  th e  h o t  l i q u o r .  "T hanks,"  he s a i d .
The r a i n  came down h a r d e r ,  bu t th e  wind was l e t t i n g  
up. Rain coming m o u rn fu lly  down. A s t a g  p a r t y .  Another 
d r in k .  H appiness (pp- 90 -9 1 ) .
Because we have th e  immediate t r a n s i t i o n  from th e  " r e c a l l e d "  s ta g
p a r ty  to  t h i s  s e a sh o re  in n  s ta g  p a r t y ,  i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  t e l l  which
i s  r e a l  and which i s  im ag ined . The l i n e  " t h i s  i s  my s t a g  p a r ty "
p la ce d  where i t  i s  e s p e c i a l l y  o b scu res  th e  " c o r r e c t "  meaning.
The s ta g  p a r ty  ends w ith  th e  news t h a t  th e  woman has drowned:
Suddenly th e  door f lew  open w ith  a g u s t  o f  r a i n .  A 
l i t t l e  w h i te ,  f r i g h t e n e d ,  wet f a c e ,  p a r t l y  h idden  under 
a l a r g e  s o u ’w e s te r ,  poked in .
"Drowned," i t  y e l l e d .
"Drowned," in  a h ig h  v o ic e  above th e  sound of th e  r a i n .
"Drowned. A g i r l  i s  drow ned."  The head bobbed out 
o f  s i g h t  and s c u r r i e d  away in  th e  r a in .  . . .
Another head popped i n ,  e x c i t e d :
"C’mon, down by th e  p i e r .  G i r l  d e a d ."  He ra n  o f f .
The door had been l e f t  open and p u d d le s  of r a in w a te r  
were forming on th e  f l o o r .  The s t a g  p a r ty  f o r  th e  groom- 
to -b e  was robed w i th  b l a c k ,  b u t  none o f  them seemed 
b e re av e d .  A l a s t  l a r g e  tum ble r  of rum, o r  b low ing th e  
foam o f f  b e e r ,  s lo w ly  w i th  p a le  b lu e  eyes over th e
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mugs. Then th e y  f i l e d  o u t  of th e  d o o r .  Henry tu rn e d  
up h i s  c o l l a r  and, f la n k e d  by s to o p -s h o u ld e re d  f i g u r e s ,  
t ru d g e d  ou t i n t o  t h e  r a i n  (d . 91 ) .
These p a s s a g e s ,  th e n ,  s u g g e s t  s e v e r a l  p o s s i b l e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s .
F i r s t ,  Henry i s  a t  an in n  and th e  e v e n ts  prod h i s  memory to  r e c a l l
h i s  own s t a g  p a r t y .  He th e n  " t r a n s f e r s "  th e  r e a l  s t a g  p a r ty  of
y e a r s  p a s t  to  th e  p r e s e n t .  I n  t h i s  way th e  p r e s e n t  tim e and th e
p a s t  commingle on ly  i n  H e n ry 's  mind. However, th e  s t r u c t u r e  of th e
t e x t  a l s o  s u g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  e n t i r e  i n c i d e n t  i s  o c c u r r in g  only  in
H e n ry 's  mind b ecau se  o f th e  u se  o f  changing  te n s e s  and lan g u ag e .
Hawkes h a s ,  th ro u g h  m ixing dream and r e a l i t y ,  c r e a te d  an am b ig u ity .
The n e x t  m ajor s e c t i o n  o f  th e  n o v e l  e n t i t l e d  "The Wedding"
a g a in  s u g g e s ts  th e  commingling o f f a n t a s y  o r  dream and r e a l i t y  as  we
w i tn e s s  Henry and E m ily 's  n u p t i a l s  in c lu d in g  th e  f i t t i n g  of tuxedo
to  th e  groom and th e  d r e s s  to  th e  b r i d e ,  and even th e  ceremony i t s e l f .
The f i n a l  s e c t i o n  o f  th e  book "Rhythm" a g a in  in te rw e av e s  p a s t ,
p r e s e n t ,  f a n t a s y ,  and r e a l i t y .  The most obvious example i s  th e  scene
i n  w hich Emily undergoes  a  b i z a r r e ,  r i t u a l i s t i c  m ed ica l ex am in a tio n :
Emily t r i e d  to  s h u t  th e  b a b ie s  from h e r  mind, b u t ,  h e r  
eyes c lo s e d ,  th e  b la c k  heads m u l t i p l i e d ,  bobbed f a s t e r ,  
and swarmed ov e r  h e r  from beh ind  th e  mesh. She r a n ,  
w h i te  ca rd  smacking . . . .  The g reen  door je rk e d  open, 
l e a t h e r  f i n g e r s  wound abou t E m ily 's  arm and a coughing 
man, spasm odic fa c e  below a b r i g h t  r e f l e c t o r ,  spoke in  
h e r  e a r .  "Come i n ,  E m ily ,"  s a id  Dr. Smith.
The room was empty ex ce p t  f o r  a  narrow  a n g u la r  w h i te
t a b l e ,  a  d u l l  overhead  l i g h t ,  and a few b e l t s ,  t r u s s e s ,  
and b u lb s  p i l e d  below a d a rk  g r i l l e d  window. G i rd e r s ,
r i v e t e r s ,  and a red  sky were m uraled on th e  w a l l s ,  and
th e  s h r i l l  w h i s t l e  o f  tu g s  s t r u c k  h e r  e a r s .  L ig h t ,  b roken  
th rough  th e  g r i l l w o r k ,  s h o t  i n  f r e n z i e d  beams over th e  
sc rap e d  f l o o r s ,  and th e  g l a r e  o f  a c e ty le n e  to rc h e s  f l a s h e d
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from th e  cu rv in g  hook i n  th e  d o c t o r ’s hand . "What seems 
to  be  the. t r o u b l e ? "  he a sk ed .
" C h r i s t , "  s a id  one o f  th e  r i v e t e r s ,  "Spike  c a tc h e s  
dem red  h o t  hunks i n  h i s  b a re  h a n d s ,  pounds ’em i n t o  
de box w i t  h i s  f i s t "  (pp. 130-131).
The sce n e  c o n t in u e s  w i th  more j u x t a p o s i t i o n i n g  o f d ia lo g u e  from
Em ily , th e  d o c to r ,  and th e  r i v e t e r :
The d o c to r  s t ro p p e d  a s c a l p e l ,  looked a t  th e  woman 
from th e  s id e  o f  h i s  head .
"A c h i l d , "  s a id  Em ily, " I 'm  go ing  to  have a  baby.
With a b la c k  head . I  want to  know when . . . "  She 
saw th e  f i r s t  r i v e t e r  lo o k  a t  h e r  i n  con tem pt, b la c k  
g l a r i n g  e y es .  She w ep t.
"Now, now," s a id  Dr. Sm ith , " i t ' s  n o t  as bad as a l l  
t h a t . "
"Smack th e  god damned th in g  w i '  a  hammer, q u i c k ,"  
sho u ted  th e  second r i v e t e r .  The steam  h i s s e d .
" H ere ,"  s a id  Sm ith , "Let me ta k e  a lo o k ."
"Oh, n o ,"  she  s a i d .  She p u t  h e r  hands over h e r  
s k i r t .  The fu rn a c e  r o a r e d ,  f lam es l e a p t  from th e  
h o t  box , pa rched  tongues  s h r i v e l e d  over th e  m olten  
s t e e l .
"Let me s e e . "
"Oh, n o ."  A w h i s t l e  s c re e c h e d .
With a v i o l e n t  e f f o r t  he heaved h e r  on to  th e  t a b l e
and Emily f e l t  th e  b road  f l a t  s t r a p s  f a l l i n g  over h e r
body, n e e d le s  ja b b in g  i n t o  h e r  arms.
"D rive th e  damn th in g  i n , "  screamed th e  r i v e t e r .
The ex am in a tio n  began (pp. 131-32) .
A gain , th e  c o n fu s in g ,  i m a g i s t i c  d i c t i o n  d e f i e s  a n a l y s i s  and s u g g e s ts  
th e  dream s t r u c t u r i n g .  Emily may only  be h av ing  a  n ig h tm a re ;  o r  th e  
e x p e r ie n c e  may be r e a l ,  b u t  f i l t e r e d  th rough  E m ily’s ex ag g e ra te d  
p e r s p e c t i v e .
An e a r l i e r  p a ssa g e  d e s c r ib e s  E m ily 's  c a r  r i d e  to  th e  h o s p i t a l  
i n  a s u r r e a l i s t i c  m anner. We l e a r n  t h a t  sh e  has  been  k idnapped  by 
"o ld  l a d i e s ,  v e i l s  down and b e a r s k in  a c ro s s  t h e i r  k n ees"  (p . 123).
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T here  ensues  a v i o l e n t ,  r a c i n g ,  c a r  r i d e  w i th  Emily b l in d f o ld e d  and 
h e ld  down by two women. We l e a r n  a t  th e  end o f th e  p a ssa g e  t h a t  
E m ily ’s own m other and m o th e r - in - la w  have  k idnapped  h e r .  A p a r ­
t i c u l a r l y  i n t e r e s t i n g  p a ssa g e  t i e s  th e  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  Emily h e re  
to  th e  m yste ry  woman t h a t  has  s u r f a c e d  and d is a p p e a re d  th ro u g h o u t 
H e n ry 's  s o jo u rn  a t  th e  s e a s h o re :
She [Emily] wanted to  s c r a t c h  h e r  no se  b e n e a th  th e  
v e i l ,  b u t  each  of h e r  w r i s t s  was p in io n e d  a t  h e r  s id e  
by f i rm  u n re la x in g  f i n g e r s .  The b l i n d f o l d  p re s se d  
i n t o  h e r  eyes  and th e  l i t t l e  r ib b o n s  i n  h e r  h a i r  
w ere  squashed  down under  th e  b la c k  h a t  (p . 123 -24 ) .
S u r e ly ,  th e  r e f e r e n c e  to  t h e  b la c k  h a t  i s  n o t  u n i n t e n t i o n a l  and t i e s
Emily th e  w ife  to  Emily th e  " b r i d e - e l e c t "  who drowned.
When Henry and Emily a r e  n e x t  s ee n  t o g e th e r  we l e a r n  t h a t
Emily i s  no lo n g e r  p r e g n a n t .  Here a g a in ,  th e  am b igu ity  a r i s e s .
The n a r r a t o r  o f f e r s  us th e  p r i v i l e g e d  in f o r m a t io n  o f  H en ry 's  th o u g h ts  
a s  he  s e e s  Emily ru n n in g  a c r o s s  t h e i r  lawn ab o u t t o  p la y  c ro q u e t :
When she  r a n  a c r o s s  th e  law n, h a i r  lo o s e  and
f l y i n g ,  c o lo re d  s k i r t  w h i r l i n g  ab o u t h e r  k n e e s ,  he 
knew t h a t  she  was n o t  go ing  to  have a c h i l d  (p . 136).
We know o n ly ,  th e n ,  t h a t  Emily w i l l  no lo n g e r  have th e  c h i l d .  As
we examine c lu e s  w i t h i n  th e  t e x t  we can nowhere f i n d  o u t  w h e th er  she
had an a b o r t i o n  ( f o r  even th e  b i z a r r e  m ed ic a l  exam does n o t  b e a r  t h i s
o u t )  o r  a m is c a r r i a g e .  In d e e d ,  as  we reexam ine  th e  t e x t  we r e a l i z e
we cannot even be s u r e  t h a t  she  was e v e r  t r u l y  p r e g n a n t ,  n o t  because
th e  n a r r a t o r  i s  u n r e l i a b l e ,  b u t  b ecau se  h e  w i th h o ld s  t h i s  in fo r m a t io n .
The v a r io u s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s ,  th e n ,  rem ain  ambiguous.
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Thus th e  n o v e l  weaves t o g e th e r  p a s t  and p r e s e n t ,  imagined 
and r e a l ,  i n  such  a  way t h a t  th e  r e a d e r  c an n o t p o s i t i v e l y  say  i f  
Henry and Emily e v e r  l e f t  t h e i r  h o u se .  C e r t a i n l y ,  someone can 
make a s t r o n g  c a se  f o r  th e  f a c t  t h a t  Henry does p h y s i c a l l y  le a v e  
t h e  house and t h a t  i t  i s  th ro u g h  h i s  own memories t h a t  we s e e  h i s  
b a c h e lo r  p a r t y .  S i m i l a r l y ,  Emily may have gone to  an ex am in a tio n .
But th e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  n o v e l  d e f i e s  knowing a b s o lu t e ly  which 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  c o r r e c t .  Th is  m ajo r gap i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e  e f f e c t s  
and r e i n f o r c e s  th e  a m b ig u i t i e s  c o n ce rn in g  th e  i d e n t i t y  o f  th e  woman 
a t  th e  s e a s h o re  and E m ily 's  p reg n an cy .
A nother d e v ic e  t h a t  e n ab le s  th e  c r e a t i o n  o f  am bigu ity  i n  
Hawkes's e a r l y  works i s  s t e r e o t y p i n g  o r  p a ro d y in g  o f  h i s  c h a r a c t e r s .  
A l l  o f  th e  c h a r a c t e r s  i n  C h a r iv a r i  a r e  i n  some way s t e r e o t y p e s ,  
a lm os t c a r i c a t u r e s .  In  C h a r iv a r i  we f in d  a c a r i c a t u r e  o f  th e  hen­
pecked husband , dom ineering  w i f e ,  i n t e r f e r i n g  in - l a w s ,  and 
b o i s t e r o u s  p a r ty  g u e s t s .  Hawkes p la c e s  t h e s e  c h a r a c t e r s  i n  a 
w orld  a t  once s t a r k l y  r e a l  and v i v i d l y  h a l lu c i n o g e n i c .  As a 
r e s u l t ,  t h e i r  i n n a t e  s t e r e o t y p i c  q u a l i t i e s  c l a s h  w i th  b o th  th e  
d ream lik e  w orld  and th e  r e a l  w o r ld .  He f o r c e s  our a t t e n t i o n  to  
th e  u n m o tiv a ted  a c t i o n s  o f  o th e rw is e  p r e d i c t a b l e  c h a r a c t e r s .  This 
r e l i a n c e  on " t y p i c a l "  c h a r a c t e r s  to  p e rfo rm  a t y p i c a l  a c t i o n s  con­
t i n u e s  th ro u g h o u t  h i s  e a r l y  w o rk s .
Thus i n  C h a r iv a r i  th e  i n d i v i d u a l  a m b ig u i t i e s  and th e  o v e r­
a l l  am b ig u ity  i s  c r e a t e d  th ro u g h  commingling o f  dream and r e a l i t y ,
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p a s t  and p r e s e n t ,  gaps w i th in  th e  n a r r a t i v e ,  i n d i r e c t i o n ,  and 
c h a r a c t e r  s t e r e o t y p i n g .
The B e e t le  Leg
The B e e t le  Leg i s  Hawkes's parody o f  th e  American w e s te rn  
n o v e l .  More a c c e s s i b l e  th a n  C h a r i v a r i , t h i s  i s  th e  s t o r y  o f  Mulge 
Lampson, a man a c c i d e n t a l l y  b u r ie d  in  a l a n d s l i d e  d u r in g  c o n s t r u c ­
t i o n  o f  a  dam somewhere i n  th e  American West and th e  e f f e c t  o f  h i s  
d e a th  on a l l  th o s e  p e o p le  who knew him. G e n e ra l ly ,  th e  n o v e l  was 
n o t  w e l l  r e c e iv e d .  Hawkes was p r a i s e d  f o r  b r i e f  f l a s h e s  o f  l y r i c i s m  
b u t  c r i t i c i z e d  f o r  b e in g  p r e t e n t i o u s . ^ ^
46This  i s  th e  on ly  e a r l y  Hawkes book s e t  i n  America. S t r a n g e ly  
enough, th e  e n t i r e  n o v e l  c e n t e r s  on Mulge even though he d ied  
b e f o r e  th e  a c t i o n  b e g in s .  In  f a c t ,  he i s  a p a r t  o f  th e  a c t i o n  
on ly  i n  th e  opening monologue o f  th e  s h e r i f f ,  who r e c a l l s  th e  
f i r s t  tim e  he saw Mulge. The s t o r y  comes to  us th rough  a t h i r d -  
p e rso n  o m n isc ien t  n a r r a t o r  who f r e q u e n t ly  e n t e r s  th e  mind o f  Luke 
Lampson, M ulge 's  younger b r o t h e r .  A ccording to  F r e d e r ic k  Busch, 
t h i s  n o v e l  i s  a  parody  o f th e  w a te r -g o d  myth which examines a  to w n 's  
r e a c t i o n  to  M ulge 's  d e a th  and t h e i r  su b seq u en t  d e i f i c a t i o n  o f  him:
^ S e e ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  W ill iam  P f a f f ,  rev iew  o f The B e e t le  L eg , 
by John Hawkes, i n  Commonweal, J an u a ry  25 , 1952, p .  407 and R obert 
R ay n o ld s , "Landscapes i n  P u r g a to r y , "  rev iew  o f The B e e t le  Leg, by 
John Hawkes, i n  The New York Times, December 30 , 1951, s e c .  7 , p .  12.
^ A  more r e c e n t  book, D ea th , S leep  & th e  T r a v e le r  may be 
s e t  i n  Am erica. I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  t e l l .
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The B e e t l e  Leg seems to  be  a  . . . s y s te m a t ic  
enactm ent o f  th e  myth o f  th e  g o d - in - th e - w a te r  whose 
d e a th  r e n d e r s  c rops  b a r r e n  and whose r e s u r r e c t i o n  
means l i f e  f o r  h i s  w asted  land  . . . .
The th o u g h t ,  t h e n ,  i s  t h a t  Mulge, somehow s a c r i f i c e d  
to  h i s  d e s e r t  p e o p l e ' s  e f f o r t  to  c o n t r o l  t h e i r  e n v iro n ­
ment and make t h e i r  c rops  f e r t i l e ,  i s  e x te n s io n  o f h i s  
p e o p l e 's  t a l i s m a n i c  u rg e ,  t h e i r  go o d -lu ck  p ie c e  and 
g o d - in - th e - w a te r  a t  once.^7
The t i t l e  The B e e t le  Leg i s  a c o l l o q u i a l  u n i t  o f measurement
i n d i c a t i n g  th e  m inute  movement downward each y e a r  o f  th e  l a n d s l i d e
which entombs Mulge.
In  t h i s  n o v e l ,  we a g a in  e n c o u n te r  s t e r e o t y p i c  c h a r a c t e r s .
In  f a c t ,  h e r e ,  th e  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  more p a ro d ie s  of s t e r e o t y p i c  
c h a r a c t e r s  th em se lv e s .  For i n s t a n c e ,  th e  s h e r i f f  i s  so  d e te rm ined  
to  uphold  th e  law t h a t  he pays l o c a l  c h i ld r e n  to  spy on community 
members and r e p o r t  back to  him. The d o c to r ,  n o rm a lly  p o r t r a y e d  
as an inn o cu o u s ,  lo v e a b le  o ld  c o o t ,  i n  Hawkes's r e n d i t i o n  becomes 
th e  town o u t c a s t ,  a c c e p te d  and re v e re d  on ly  by th e  nearby  In d ia n  
community.
One o f  th e  b e s t  conce ived  o f  th e  s t e r e o ty p e s  i s  Ma, M ulge 's
widow, who now l i v e s  w i th  h i s  b r o t h e r ,  Luke. Ma's s o l e  jo y  i n  l i f e
comes th rough  h e r  i m i t a t i o n  o f  th e  l o n g - s u f f e r i n g  American p io n e e r  
48woman:
^ B u s c h ,  pp . 39-40 . 
^®Busch, p .  43.
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Ma n e v e r  s a t  to  any m eal .  She k e p t  h e r  b ack  to  th e  
w orld  and h e r  f a c e  toward th e  red  ra n g e ,  toward th e  
c a r to n s  o f  m a tc h e s , th e  row o f  pans and long han d led  
f o r k s .  Sometimes she  pushed th e  l i d  o f f  th e  s k i l l e t  
and s t o l e  a  b i t e  on a  long  b lack en ed  prong o r  a  s i p  
from a wooden spoon. She r e f i l l e d  t h e i r  p l a t e s  w i th o u t  
tu r n in g  around . . . .
The deep d i s h  s k i l l e t ,  as b ig  around as a b u t t e r  tu b ,  
was n ev e r  o f f  th e  s to v e  and th e  f lam es were n e v e r  a llow ed  
to  d i e  from u n d er  i t  . . .  . Not a n ig h t  went by b u t  what 
Ma, q u ic k ly  awakened i n  th e  d a rk n e s s ,  g o t  up to  feed  th e  
f i r e  and make s u r e  th e  s k i l l e t  b u r n e d . ^
Ma, th e n ,  i s  a  parody of a p e rso n  i m i t a t i n g  an i n a p p r o p r i a t e  
r o l e  i n  th e  n o v e l .  These c h a r a c t e r s  f u n c t io n  n o t  t o  c r e a t e  am b ig u ity ,  
b u t  t o  draw a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  v e ry  te c h n iq u e s  Hawkes u ses  to  c r e a t e  
th e  d i s t o r t e d  w orld  of th e  "West.
At th e  end o f  th e  n o v e l ,  how ever, one i n s t a n c e  o f  am bigu ity  
a r i s e s  which c a p i t a l i z e s  upon b o th  v e r b a l  and n a r r a t i v e  te c h n iq u e s .  
Throughout th e  a c t i o n  of th e  n o v e l ,  a band o f t h r e a t e n i n g  m otor­
c y c l i s t s  have hovered  around th e  p e r im e te r s  o f  th e  town. F i n a l l y ,  
a t  th e  v e ry  end , th e  s h e r i f f ,  t h e  d o c to r ,  and Luke go to  f i g h t  th e s e  
m arau d ers .  During th e  f i g h t  Luke sh o o ts  h im s e l f .  Whether i t  i s  a 
s u i c i d e  o r  an a c c id e n t  i s  u n c l e a r .  A gain, Hawkes s u g g e s ts  bo th  
p o s s i b i l i t i e s ,  b u t  o f f e r s  no c lu e s  which m ight c l a r i f y  th e  c o r r e c t  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n :
His eye [Luke’s ]  c r e p t  a lo n g  th e  h exagona l gun m e ta l .
There was no c o t to n  i n  h i s  e a r s , n o th in g  to  d u l l  th e  
s la p p in g  o f  a i r  on e i t h e r  s i d e  as . . . t h e  S h e r i f f  d i s ­
charged  t h e i r  weapons i n t o  th e  b e l l y  o f  th e  dam. The
^ J o h n  Hawkes, The B e e t le  Leg (New York: New D i r e c t io n s ,
1951), pp . 21-22 .
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sweep b e f o r e  th e  t r u c k  was f i l l e d  w i th  le a v e s  p e r f o r a t e d  
and l i g h t l y  touched  by th e  swarms o f  b u c k sh o t .  He 
crooked a f i n g e r  on th e  s t i c k y  t r i g g e r .  He reach ed  
o u t  f o r  ammunition. Then: "T h is  i s  f o r  one . And t h i s
i s  f o r  a n o t h e r . "
He could  f e e l  th e  e r u p t io n  under  h i s  nose  b e fo re  
he sq u eezed ;  he  f e l l  back  w i th  th e  m is ta k e ,  th e  s e a r i n g ,  
d oub le  d in o s a u r ia n  f o o t f a l l  o f  th e  tw in  b o re s  (p . 158).
A ccording  to  G re in e r ,  th e  sho tgun  e i t h e r  exp lodes  i n  h i s  f a c e  o r
Luke s h o o ts  h im s e l f  in te n t io n a l ly .-* ®  Busch, tho u g h , s t a t e s  emphat-
51i c a l l y  t h a t  Luke k i l l s  h im s e l f  on p u rp o s e .  The words which h e lp  
c r e a t e  th e  e q u iv o c a t io n  a r e  " e r u p t i o n , "  " sq u e e z e d ,"  and " m is ta k e ."  
The word "squeezed"  s u g g e s ts  i n t e n t i o n a l i t y , w h i le  "m is tak e"  and 
even " e r u p t io n "  s u g g e s t  an a c c i d e n t a l  e x p lo s io n .  But Hawkes f a i l s  
to  c l a r i f y  which i s  c o r r e c t .  C e r t a i n ly ,  s u i c i d e  o r  a v i o l e n t  a c c i ­
d e n ta l  e x p lo s io n  would work w e l l  w i th in  Hawkes?s c r e a te d  w o rld .
Both a r e  b r u t a l  and s e n s e l e s s .  Our p r i o r  knowledge o f  L uke 's  c h a ra c ­
t e r  and m o t iv a t io n s  o f f e r s  no c lu e s  b ecau se  Hawkes has  made Luke one
o f  h i s  many p a r o d ie s .  Luke r e p r e s e n t s  th e  p r o v e r b i a l  W estern  Cowboy 
who d r i f t s  a long  w i th  no r e a l  p u rp o se .  We canno t su rm ise  h i s  
p s y c h o lo g ic a l  m o t iv a t io n s  b ecau se  th e y  e s s e n t i a l l y  do n o t  e x i s t  
f o r  th e  Hawkesian c h a r a c t e r .  Thus h i s  s t e r e o t y p i c  d e p i c t io n  does 
p la y  a p a r t  i n  c r e a t i n g  and s u s t a i n i n g  t h i s  perm anent am bigu ity  of 
th e  n o v e l .
^® G reiner, Comic T e r r o r , p .  118. 
-*^Busch, p .  57.
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The Goose on th e  Grave 
I n  The Goose on th e  G rave , one o f  two s h o r t  n o v e ls  o r i g i n a l l y  
p u b l i s h e d  i n  1954 and r e p r i n t e d  i n  Lunar Landscapes i n  1969, th e  
r e a d e r  e x p e r ie n c e s  th e  same n ig h tm a r is h  dreamworld a f f o r d e d  in  
C h a r iv a r i  and The B e e t le  L eg . In  t h i s  n o v e l  th e  p r o t a g o n i s t  i s  
A deppi, a young, orphaned c h i ld  whose m other has  been k idnapped and 
k i l l e d  by t h r e e  p r i e s t s .  He becomes a  w andering  u r c h in  who a f f i l ­
i a t e s  h im s e l f  a t  v a r io u s  t im es  w i th  a  drunken homosexual and a 
s o l d i e r ,  a p e a s a n t  woman, and th e  p r i e s t s  who k idnapped h i s  m o ther .
The n o v e l  fo l lo w s  th e  i n n o c e n t ' s  v i c t i m i z a t i o n  and p ro c e s s  o f  becoming 
ja d e d  i n  p o s t  World War I I  I t a l y .  Throughout th e  n o v e l  th e  e f f e c t s  
and in f l u e n c e s  o f t h r e e  w o r ld s — th e  m i l i t a r y ,  t h e  s e c u l a r ,  and th e  
m o n a s t ic — a re  e x p lo re d .  The t i t l e  s u g g e s ts  th e  d e a th  and decay t h a t  
pe rm eate  th e  book: Adeppi and th e  p e a s a n t  woman on t h e i r  way to  s e l l
r e l i c s  to  th e  church  p a s s  a  man who has  j u s t  s la u g h t e r e d  a  goose 
(p . 239)> th e  an im al which t r a d i t i o n a l l y  dances  on a g rave  to  ward
COo f f  c a r r i o n  e a t e r s .  Because t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  p u b l i c a t i o n  combined 
b o th  The Goose on th e  Grave and The Owl, i t  r e c e iv e d  more p r a i s e  th an  
Hawkes's p re v io u s  w orks . Most c r i t i c s ,  how ever, p r e f e r r e d  The Owl. 
Jerome S tone  e x e m p l i f ie d  a s m a l l  b u t  growing group of s u p p o r te r s  who 
" b e l i e v e  t h a t  h i s  [H aw kes 's] ex p er im en t i s  s i n c e r e l y  m o tiv a ted  w i l l  
w ish  him w e l l  and su p p o r t  h i s  r e s o l u t e  r e f u s a l  to  compromise w i th  th e
5^Bus c h , p . 8 0 .
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demand f o r  e f f o r t l e s s  i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y . "  However, some c r i t i c s  
c r i t i c i z e d  The Goose on th e  Grave as  m ere ly  b e in g  " f i l l e d  w i th  
f a s c i n a t i n g  s t a g e  e f f e c t s  and l i t t l e  e l s e , " ^  o r  as s u f f e r i n g  "from 
a murky a tm o sp h ere ,  a l a c k  of fo cu s  and co h eren ce  . . . " ^
In  p a r t i c u l a r ,  one a s p e c t  o f  Hawkesfs n a r r a t i v e  te c h n iq u e  
has  caused  th e  p u b l i c  to  b rand  him c o n fu s in g .  This t e c h n iq u e ,  n o t  
a m b ig u i ty ,  b u t  a w i th h o ld in g  o f  in f o r m a t io n ,  runs  th ro u g h  a l l  o f  
h i s  e a r l y  works and i s  most pronounced i n  The Goose on th e  Grave 
and The Lime Twig.~^ U n lik e  am bigu ity  where two o r  more d i s t i n c t  
p o s s i b l e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  a r i s e ,  t h i s  te c h n iq u e  does n o t  r e a l l y  
e s t a b l i s h  any c l e a r - c u t  a l t e r n a t i v e s  and th u s  causes  i n  th e  r e a d e r  
a l a c k  o f  knowledge. And b ecau se  we a r e  c r e a t u r e s  o f  h a b i t  and 
e x p e c t  a n sw ers ,  we s e a rc h  f o r  them even i f  th e y  do n o t  e x i s t .  In  
t h i s  way we superim pose  a l t e r n a t i v e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  on to  th e  t e x t .  
Though we cannot c a l l  t h i s  e f f e c t  a m b ig u i ty ,  i n  f a c t ,  th e  d e v ic e  
c r e a t e s  an e f f e c t  v e ry  c lo s e  t o  th e  one am b ig u ity  c r e a t e s  and th u s  
b e a r s  c o n s i d e r a t i o n ,  e s p e c i a l l y  s i n c e  i t  i s  such  a marked t r a i t  of 
h i s  n o v e l s .
53Jerome S to n e , " S u r r e a l i s t i c  T hreesom e,"  rev iew  o f The Goose
on th e  G rave ; The Owl, by John Hawkes, i n  S a tu rd ay  Review, J u ly  24,
1954, p .  36.
54 "Two N o v e l l a s , "  rev iew  o f The Goose on th e  Grave; The Owl,
by John Hawkes, i n  N a t io n , J u ly  3 , 1954, p .  17.
~̂ T h e  Owl, p . v i .
•^B ecause The Lime Twig c o n ta in s  no a m b ig u i ty ,  I  w i l l  n o t  
d i s c u s s  i t  ex ce p t  as a  t r a n s i t i o n a l  n o v e l .
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In  C h a r iv a r i  we f i n d  th e  r o o t s  o f  t h i s  te c h n iq u e .  Here we 
a r e  to ld  t h a t  Emily i s  p re g n a n t  and t h a t  she  does n o t  w ant th e  baby. 
We a re  n ev e r  t o l d  why sh e  opposes th e  p regnancy . Hawkes nowhere 
s u g g e s ts  any p o s s i b i l i t y  ( o th e r  th a n  p e rh ap s  im m a tu r i ty ) .  Because 
Hawkes p ro v id e s  no c lu e s  as to  h e r  m o t iv a t io n s  we may s p e c u la t e  about 
them— f e a r  f o r  an a f t e r - f o r t y  p reg n an cy , j e a l o u s y ,  o r  even d i s l i k e  
o f  c h i l d r e n .  We can n o t make a c a se  f o r  any o f  th e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  
b ased  on th e  t e x t .  I n  The B e e t le  Leg we a g a in  f i n d  t h i s  te ch n iq u e  
o p e r a t in g  as  we n ev e r  r e a l l y  l e a r n  a n y th in g  c o n c r e te  abou t Mulge, 
even though he i s  th e  n o v e l ' s  p r o t a g o n i s t .  The on ly  " f a c t "  we know 
o f  Mulge i s  t h a t  he  l i e s  b u r ie d  i n  th e  m oun ta in . One lo n g  c h a p te r  
fo c u s e s  e n t i r e l y  on th e  p re m a r r ia g e  r i t e  p r i o r  to  h i s  and Ma's 
wedding . T h e ir  m a rr ia g e  i s  r e f e r r e d  to  many t im e s ,  y e t  nowhere in  
th e  f la s h b a c k  does Mulge h im s e l f  a p p e a r .  A l a r g e  gap dev e lo p s  and 
we wonder about Mulge much as many o f th e  tow nspeople  d id  i n  th e  
n o v e l .
P a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  The Goose on th e  Grave we f in d  th e  te ch n iq u e
e x p l o i t e d .  C r i t i c  Jerome Stone  p o in te d  to  i t  i n  h i s  rev iew :
H ard ly  a scen e  w i l l  be  co m prehens ib le  to  th e  r e a s o n a b le -  
minded r e a d e r ,  y e t  th e  whole th in g  r e v e r b e r a t e s  w i th  
o v e r to n e s  and a f t e r - i m a g e s ,  i n e x p l i c a b l e ,  u n re s o lv e d ,  
b u t  oddly  a f f e c t i n g ,  even to  th o s e  who w i l l  a ccu se  him 
o f  p o i n t l e s s  o b s c u r i t y . 57
The f i r s t  i n s t a n c e  where Hawkes employs th e  d e v ic e  o ccu rs  a t  
th e  n o v e l ' s  o p en in g . Here we re a d  o f t h r e e  monks r i d i n g  donkeys
S^Stone, p. 36.
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p io u s ly  th ro u g h  an u n i d e n t i f i e d  I t a l i a n  town. Though th e  word 
" p r i e s t "  im m ed ia te ly  evokes s p e c i f i c  c o n n o ta t io n s ,  Hawkes p r e ­
s e n t s  them th ro u g h  a c t i o n s  which do n o t  f u l f i l l  our e x p e c ta t io n s  
o f  t y p i c a l  men o f  th e  c l o t h :
The p r i e s t s  on t h r e e  w h i te  donkeys descended from a 
c loud  and down th e  w a l l s  came i n t o  th e  s t e e p e r  end 
of C a s t i g l i o n e ' s  c i t y .  The b e a s t s  were f o r  once 
u n su re  o f  f o o t i n g  and w i th o u t  a  h a l t  tu rn e d  t h e i r  
w h i te  heads  toward t h e  top  w h i le  l i t t l e  b la c k  p o in te d  
b o o ts  la c e d  f u r t i v e l y  i n t o  th e  s h o r t - h a i r e d  f l a n k s .
The b l a c k b r e a s t s  made a s i n g l e  f i l e ,  one above th e  
o t h e r ,  t i g h t l y  s k i r t e d  and s i l e n t ,  sunken i n t o  th e  
end o f  a  d u s ty  jo u r n e y .  Chains were d is a r r a n g e d  a t  
t h e i r  s i d e s ,  th e  r i d e r s  h av in g  been  s to p p ed  f a r  back  
on th e  ro ad  by t h i e v e s .  These h eav en ly  p ic a d o r s  now 
s tu c k  a g a i n s t  th e  w h i te  ro o f  o f  th e  c i t y ;  th e n  tu r n e d ,  
h ig h  as th e  b e l l  to w e r ,  and w i th o u t  p i t y  p ic k ed  over 
th e  t i l e s  below . Down th e r e  moved th e  d eck ed -o u t  
s i n n e r s ,  b e a t i n g  a c r o s s  sm okeless chim neys. The 
p r i e s t s  a r r i v e d  from over th e  m ounta ins  to  th e  to n in g  
o f th e  m orning c a l l . 58
And im m e d ia te ly ,  th ey  f u r t h e r  s h a t t e r  ou r e x p e c ta t io n s  by in e x p l i c a b ly
k id n ap p in g  a young b o y ’s  m o th e r :
I n  went t h e  p r i e s t s .  S t r i k i n g  th e  d o o r ,  they  
s tep p e d  to  th e  s i d e  o f  A d e p p i 's  m o th e r .  Adeppi, 
s i t t i n g  i n  t h e  d a rk n e ss  w i th  th e  s c a t t e r e d  l i t t e r  
o f  h i s  b r o t h e r s  and s i s t e r s  c ry in g  upward from th e  
f l o o r ,  w atched them c r o s s ,  l i f t ,  and c a r r y  h e r  o f f .
The donkeys s te p p e d  ou t gamely w i th  th e  load  s lu n g  
betw een and a g a in  p ic k e d  t h e i r  way up th e  s t e e p ,  n o s in g  
th e  shaggy th ig h s  o f  s t r a n g e r s  (p . 201).
M oreover, t h i s  open ing  sequence  s e t s  up a  gap t h a t  Hawkes a p p a r e n t ly
d rops f o r  th e  rem a in d e r  o f  th e  a c t i o n .  Once a g a in  he has  c r e a te d
-*®John Hawkes, Lunar L an d scap es , p .  200. A ll  u n i d e n t i f i e d  
page numbers w hich fo l lo w  r e f e r  t o  t h i s  e d i t i o n .
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a  b la c k  h o le  o f  c o n fu s io n .  He r a i s e s  q u e s t io n s  h e r e  t h a t  he
r e f u s e s  to  answ er. Why do n o rm a lly  b e n e f i c e n t  p r i e s t s  s t e a l  a
young m other?  Only a t  th e  end o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  does Hawkes once
a g a in  p ic k  up th e  th re a d  o f th e  k idnapped m other when we se e  th e
t h r e e  monks le a d  an u n i d e n t i f i e d  young g i r l  i n t o  th e  m onastery  to
i n c i n e r a t e  h e r :
I t  i s  done. T h e re sa ,  Adeppi*s m o th e r ,  goes head long  
i n t o  th e  p i l e ,  b re a k s  th rough  th e  re d  p e r i s h a b l e  
t a n g le  o f  i l l u m i n a te d  tw ig s ,  f a l l s  to  th e  l i v e  c o a ls  
i n  th e  c e n te r  to  f lam e h e r  s to c k in g ,  b o d ic e ,  and shaw l.
The smoke su d d en ly  grows t h i c k  (p . 269).
This  seems to  be th e  f i n a l  a s s a u l t .  S u re ly  Hawkes canno t le a v e  t h i s
a c t i o n  u n e x p la in e d .  And y e t  he d o es .  He o f f e r s  no e x p la n a t io n  f o r
t h i s  v i o l e n t  a c t i o n .  T h is  example i l l u s t r a t e s  how Hawkes w i th h o ld s
in fo r m a t io n  i n  o rd e r  to  p a r a l l e l  and r e f l e c t  h i s  v iew  o f  l i f e  a s  a
s e r i e s  of t o t a l l y  i n e x p l i c a b l e ,  u n r e la t e d  e v e n ts .  I f  we f a i l  to
u n d e rs ta n d  h i s  re a so n s  f o r  a s s a u l t i n g  our s e n s i b i l i t i e s  t h i s  way,
th e n  we f a i l  t o  g ra sp  h i s  p o e t i c  v i s i o n .  Donald J .  G re in e r  has
commented upon Hawkes*s r e f u s a l  to  s p e l l  o u t  m o tives  and m eanings:
Hawkes d e c l in e s  to  drop a s i n g l e  h i n t  which would r e v e a l  
why she  i s  s a c r i f i c e d .  The f a c t s  a r e  t h e r e  f o r  us to  
r e a d ,  b u t  he  r e f u s e s  t o  s p e l l  o u t  m o tives  o r  m eanings.
In  do ing  so  he f o r c e s  us to  p lunge  i n t o  th e  imagined 
la n d s c a p e ,  t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  w i th  th e  c h a r a c t e r s  who a re  
d e n ied  th e  same in fo r m a t io n  we a r e .  For th e  r e a d e r  who 
i s  a t  e a se  w i th  on ly  r e a l i s t i c  f i c t i o n ,  th e  absence  of 
m o tive  o r  meaning i s  o f t e n  i n f u r i a t i n g .  He f in d s  h im s e l f  
s t r u g g l i n g  t o  p u t  to g e th e r  a  com ple te  p a t t e r n ,  r e f u s in g  
to  g r a n t  Hawkes th e  r i g h t  to  h o ld  back th e  p ie c e s  which 
he must o m it .  D e s i r in g  t r a d i t i o n a l  p l o t l i n e  r a t h e r  th an  
Hawkes's te rm —v i s i o n — th e  unp rep a red  r e a d e r  works so  ha rd
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to  f i l l  i n  "m is s in g "  in fo rm a t io n  t h a t  he  n e g l e c t s  th e  
t r u l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  p o i n t s .  Hawkes1 te c h n iq u e  c r e a t e s  
th e  e f f e c t  o f  dream, n ig h tm a re ,  and fragm ented  h i s t o r y ,  
a l l  o f  which a r e  v i t a l  t o  th e  shadowy atmosphere.59
T his  t e c h n iq u e ,  remember, i s  n o t  am bigu ity  b u t  a  r e f u s a l  to  p ro v id e
any in fo r m a t io n  t h a t  m igh t i l l u m i n a t e  th e  a c t i o n .  L ike am bigu ity
tho u g h , th e  s e n s e  o f  n o t  knowing i s  c r e a te d  th rough  a  perm anent
gap i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e  t e x t .  Hawkes f u r t h e r  r e i n f o r c e s  o u r  sen se
o f  ig n o ra n c e  th ro u g h  c h a r a c t e r s  who no rm ally  would behave i n  a
c e r t a i n  way b u t  i n s t e a d  a c t  i n  a way t h a t  c la s h e s  w i th  our
e x p e c t a t i o n s .
One c l e a r - c u t  am b ig u ity  does a r i s e  i n  th e  t e x t  i n  r e l a t i o n
to  N ino, a young wounded s o l d i e r  who f i r s t  b e f r i e n d s  Adeppi. A f te r
N in o 's  wound h e a l s ,  he  r e t u r n s  to  b a t t l e  and a f t e r  much i n t e r v e n in g
a c t i o n ,  Hawkes i n t r o d u c e s  a s e c t i o n  s u b t i t l e d  "A deppi’s Dream" i n
which Adeppi dreams o f  th e  s u i c i d e  d e a th  o f  N in o :
Nino on a  windy c o r n e r .  Behind him a w o l f ,  w ith  pups 
s t i l l  d ra g g in g  a t  t h e  dugs, l a p s  t h e  r a i n .  A long 
i n d i s t i n c t  c o a t  f a l l s  from h i s  t h r o a t  to  b o o t s .  For 
a moment h i s  f a c e  c o n t o r t s  as  i f ,  come p u rp o se ly  back  
t o  a  d i s t a n t  v i l l a g e ,  he s e e s  what he  i s  lo o k in g  f o r .
N ino, th e  f a t h e r l e s s .  E scaped , on ly  t o  t a k e  up 
t h i s  p o s t  b e g ru d g in g ly .  At t im es  th e  wind pushes  him 
around th e  c o m e r ,  b u t  he  r e a p p e a r s .  He p u l l s  a t  th e  
bottom  of h i s  c o a t ,  b a r e s  one knee and a  round o f 
bandage . He g la n c e s  u p ,  th e n  p ro u d ly  p o in t s  a t  th e  
wound, b ru s h in g  s t u p i d l y  th e  b la c k  h a i r  from h i s  e y es .
He cups h i s  h a n d s , he  i s  c a l l i n g  i n t o  th e  d a r k n e s s , 
th e  I t a l i a n  autumn, th e  h o a rs e  w h isp e r  th rough  th e  
s to rm  i n  th e  c i t y .
" I t  w i l l  n o t  h e a l !  I t  w i l l  n o t  h e a l ,  f r a t e l l o  m io . . . .
(p . 235) .
■^Greiner, p. 54.
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The p a ssa g e  c o n t in u e s  w i th  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  Nino w a lk in g  down th e  
s t r e e t ,  s to p p in g  a t  e v e ry  passageway lo o k in g  f o r  a  s t r e e t  name 
t h a t  he a p p a r e n t ly  n e v e r  f i n d s .  He s to p s  f i n a l l y  " to  t a k e  s h e l t e r ,  
e x p e c t in g  d e a th "  (p- 2 36 ) .
Nino le a n s  down, h i s  l i p s  b e g in  to  r i s e  and d e f l a t e .
The bag i n  one h an d , th e  p i s t o l  i n  th e  o t h e r ,  he  s to o p s  
f u r t h e r  and t h r u s t s  h i s  f a c e  a long  th e  m uzzle . Then: 
" P e c c a to re ,  t e l l  Edouard 'Nino sends h i s  l o v e ! " '
He s h o o ts  (p . 236 ) .
Hawkes th en  drops th e  l i n e  of a c t i o n  r e g a rd in g  Nino u n t i l  th e  
f i n a l  scen e  o f  th e  n o v e l  w here  we l e a r n  t h a t  he  i s  i n  t h e  h ig h  
m ounta ins  e i t h e r  a s le e p  o r  dead :
At th e  b re a k in g  o f  t h a t  day , h ig h  i n  th e  m o u n ta in s ,
Nino hudd led  w i th  h i s  head b i t i n g  th e  c ro s se d  arms and 
la y  c lo s e  to  th e  e a r t h  chopped from th e  en trenchm en ts  
i n  th e  b la c k  c l i f f ,  Nino c o ld ,  b e a rd e d ,  and d ea f  to  
th e  t u r n  o f th e  w o rld  d r i f t i n g  up from th e  s e a  below.
The wind touched  th e  h a i r  and p u l l e d  l i s t l e s s l y  a t  th e  
g r e a t c o a t  upon h i s  b a c k ,  b u t  d i s tu r b e d  him n o t  as d id  
n o t  th e  howl of th e  s e n t r i e s  and th e  g u l l s .  Under h i s  
h a n d s ,  b eh ind  th e  f a c e ,  deep i n s i d e  th e  d a rk  s a c  o f  th e  
b r a i n ,  he dreamed o f  them and i t  p e r s i s t e d ,  a c o n tin u o u s  
dream, warm and w i th o u t  w a i t in g  and d e s p i t e  th e  p re se n c e  
a c r o s s  th e  v a l l e y  o f  th e  enemy (pp. 274- 7 5 ) .
The dream foreshadow ed N in o 's  d e a th .  But th e  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  Nino
a t  th e  end re a d s  as i f  he  h im s e l f  i s  s l e e p in g  o r  dead . Again Hawkes
employs th e  dream s t r u c t u r e  to  c r e a t e  th e  a m b ig u i ty .  Both scen es
have a  d rea m lik e  q u a l i t y .  While Hawkes t i t l e s  th e  f i r s t  "A depp i 's
Dream" no i n t e r n a l  i n d i c a t i o n s  s u g g e s t  Adeppi i s  even p r e s e n t .
P e rhaps  i t  i s  a  l i t e r a l  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  th e  way Nino d i e s .  On th e
o th e r  hand , th e  f i n a l  s ce n e  may be on ly  d e s c r ib in g  Nino a t  s l e e p .
Hawkes's v o c a b u la ry  and n a r r a t i v e  te c h n iq u e  deny c h o ic e .
219
In  Hawkes’s e a r l y  n o v e l s ,  th e n ,  we f i n d  a  r e j e c t i o n  o f  r e a l i s m .  
Elem ents such  a s  v e r i s i m i l i t u d e  and l o g i c a l l y  m o t iv a te d  c h a r a c t e r s  
do n o t  e x i s t .  Y et w i t h i n  th e  b l a t a n t  p o e t i c  s t y l e  and th e  b i z a r r e  
n a r r a t i v e  t e c h n iq u e ,  t h e r e  r e s t s  a  fo u n d a t io n  o f  r e a l i t y  which p ro ­
v id e s  th e  fo rw ard  p u l s a t i o n  o f  th e  s t o r y  e lem en t.  The c h a r a c t e r s  
a r e  p e o p le  who l i v e  i n  p la c e s  w i th  which we can i d e n t i f y .  They a re  
p lag u ed  by problem s which p la g u e  us a l l —w ar, p reg n an cy , d e a th ,  
s u i c i d e .  However, Hawkes ta k e s  th e s e  c h a r a c t e r s  and t h e i r  problem s 
o u t  o f  th e  rea lm  o f  th e  norm al and th ro u g h  h i s  l y r i c  language  and 
g ra p h ic  d e s c r i p t i o n s  c r e a t e s  a s e n s e  o f  d i s t o r t i o n ,  c o n fu s io n ,  and 
a m b ig u i ty .  In  some c a se s  th e  se n se  o f  n o t  knowing o v e r r id e s  th e  
i n s t a n c e s  o f  am b ig u ity  (as  i n  The B e e t le  Leg and The Goose on th e  
G ra v e ) . N e v e r th e le s s  Hawkes’s n o v e ls  do o f f e r  s e v e r a l  i n s t a n c e s  o f  
n a r r a t i v e  am b igu ity  c r e a te d  by d i s t o r t i o n  o f  th e  s t e r e o t y p i c  c h a ra c ­
t e r s ,  d i s l o c a t i o n  o f  tim e and p l a c e ,  and s w i tc h e s  betw een dream and 
r e a l i t y .  As a  r e s u l t ,  t h e  a m b ig u i t ie s  v a r i o u s l y  f u n c t io n  i n  r e g a rd s  
to  c h a r a c t e r ,  a c t i o n  ( p l o t ) ,  and s e t t i n g .
P erfo rm ance  I m p l ic a t io n s  
The fo l lo w in g  te c h n iq u e s  a r e  n o t  m u tu a l ly  e x c lu s iv e .  In  
f a c t  p e r fo rm e rs  can and do u se  many o f them i n  co m b in a t io n s .
C h a r iv a r i  ^
In  C h a r iv a r i  th e  a m b ig u i t ie s  t h a t  a r i s e  a l l  grow o u t  o f  th e  
o v e r r id in g  am b ig u ity  a s  t o  w he ther  o r  n o t  th e  s t o r y  o p e ra te s  w i th in
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a  p u r e ly  r e a l  o r  a f a n t a s t i c  s e t t i n g .  The s o lo  p e r fo rm e r  p ro b ab ly  
h a s  few er te c h n iq u e s  r e a d i l y  a v a i l a b l e  th a n  do group p e r fo rm e rs .
He can p r e s e r v e  th e  am bigu ity  though he may n o t  be  a b le  t o  f e a t u r e  
i t  q u i t e  as e a s i l y .  In  th e  c a se  o f  th e  sw i tc h e s  between dream and 
r e a l i t y ,  th e  s o lo  p e r fo rm e r  does have one a d v an tag e .  Because he i s  
on ly  one p e rs o n  p e rfo rm in g  i n  one p l a c e ,  he  i s  l e s s  l i k e l y  to  e s t a b ­
l i s h  h ig h ly  d e f in e d  sp ace  on th e  s t a g e .  He can s ta n d  i n  on ly  one 
s p o t  so  t h a t  changes i n  tim e  and p la c e  seem ing ly  do n o t  e x i s t  and 
th u s  p r e s e r v e  th e  o v e r r id in g  am bigu ity  i n  C h a r i v a r i .
I f  he does choose to  move from p la c e  t o  p la c e  to  i n d i c a t e  
changes i n  l o c a l e  (dream v e r s u s  r e a l i t y )  and tim e (p a s t  v e r s u s  p r e s ­
e n t ) ,  he sh o u ld  e n su re  t h a t  no p r o p e r t i e s  o r  o th e r  v i s u a l  c lu e s  
e s t a b l i s h  one sp ace  s o l e l y  as dream and th e  o th e r  s o l e l y  as r e a l i t y .  
For exam ple, i n s t e a d  o f  u s in g  two d i f f e r e n t l y - c o l o r e d  s t o o l s  to  
i n d i c a t e  s p a c e ,  he would p ro b a b ly  be b e t t e r  o f f  u s in g  two i d e n t i c a l  
s t o o l s .  I n  t h i s  way he can s u g g e s t  th e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  two d i f ­
f e r e n t  s e t t i n g s  w h i le  s t i l l  p r e s e r v in g  th e  am b ig u i ty .  F u r th e r ,  he 
must ta k e  c a re  n o t  to  employ a b ru p t  l i g h t i n g  and m usic  changes t h a t  
would s u g g e s t  t h a t  one sp ace  i s  on ly  dream and th e  o th e r  o n ly  r e a l i t y .
A nother o p t io n  a v a i l a b l e  to  th e  s o lo  p e r fo rm e r  i s  a  te c h n iq u e  
no rm a lly  r e s e r v e d  f o r  group p r o d u c t io n s ,  t h a t  o f  r e p e a t in g  a c t i o n s .  
H en ry 's  b a c h e lo r  p a r ty  and E m ily 's  n ig h tm a r is h  ex am in a tio n  bo th  
would len d  th em se lv es  t o  t h i s  te c h n iq u e .  In  o rd e r  to  r e t a i n  th e  
two l e v e l s  o f  r e a l i t y  and dream th e  p e r fo rm er  as n a r r a t o r  m igh t
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f i r s t  r e p o r t  t h e s e  e x p e r ie n c e s  as r e a l ,  t h a t  i s ,  r e a l  w i th in  th e  
c r e a te d  w orld  o f  th e  n o v e l .  Then im m ed ia te ly  a f te r w a r d ,  he  could 
" s to p  t im e "  and " r o l l  b ack  th e  camera" as  i t  were  and r e -p e r fo rm  
th e  same sequence  as  i f  Emily were dream ing. In  f a c t ,  f o u r  d i s t i n c t  
p o s s i b i l i t i e s  e x i s t ,  a l l  o f w hich th e  i n t e r p r e t e r  cou ld  pe rfo rm  i n  
s u c c e s s io n .  F i r s t ,  he  could  pe rfo rm  th e  scene  much as a newspaper 
r e p o r t e r  t e l l i n g  o n ly  th e  f a c t s . He cou ld  u se  d i r e c t  au d ien ce  eye 
c o n ta c t  and a  m a t t e r - o f - f a c t  to n e  o f v o i c e .  He cou ld  a l s o  pe rfo rm  
t h i s  same sce n e  as  i f  he  w ere  th e  n a r r a t o r ,  b u t  one who d i s b e l i e v e s  
what he  i s  d e s c r i b i n g .  Thus he m igh t r e a d  w i th  s k e p t i c i s m  and doubt 
th e  l i n e s ,  "Below ru sh ed  th e  scream ing  c h a in s ,  f r o t h i n g  r i v e r ,  and 
t a r - d r e s s e d  f i g u r e s  w i th  g l i t t e r i n g  h a tc h e t s "  (p . 1 31 ) . And to  
p r e s e r v e  th e  am b ig u ity  f u r t h e r ,  t h e  r e a d e r  m ight want once a g a in  
to  r e p e a t  i t ,  b u t  t h i s  tim e  p e rfo rm  i t  from E m ily’s and n o t  th e  
n a r r a t o r ’s p e r s p e c t i v e .  He m igh t pe rfo rm  i t  as th e  Emily whose own 
e x a g g e ra te d  p e r c e p t io n s  and f e a r s  cause  h e r  to  s ee  th e  ex am in a tio n  
as  a  m e c h a n ic a l ,  b r u t e  v i o l a t i o n  o f  s e l f .  Or he m ight even perfo rm  
th e  scen e  a s  Emily l i t e r a l l y  h av in g  a  n ig h tm a re .  In  t h i s  in s t a n c e  
he cou ld  pe rfo rm  i t  i n  a dazed and a lm os t numb s t u p o r .  A l l  o f  t h e s e  
p o s s i b i l i t i e s  a r e  s u g g e s te d  by th e  s c e n e ,  and by p e rfo rm in g  them 
a l l ,  th e  i n t e r p r e t e r  would l i t e r a l l y  r e v e a l  th e  v a r io u s  s u b te x t s  
th ro u g h  h i s  r e p e a te d  p e r fo rm an c es .  Though i t  may seem a s t r a i n e d  
and m ech an ica l  t e c h n iq u e ,  i t  i s  one t h a t  would p ro b a b ly  work w e l l  
w i t h i n  Hawkes's f i c t i o n a l  w o r ld .
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In  re g a rd s  to  th e  s t e r e o t y p i c  o r p a ro d ic  c h a r a c t e r s  th e  
i n t e r p r e t e r  would e s s e n t i a l l y  pe rfo rm  th e  c h a r a c t e r  sometimes as 
s t e r e o t y p i c  and sometimes as p s y c h o lo g ic a l ly  r e a l i s t i c .  I n  t h i s  
way th e  au d ien c e  cou ld  n e v e r  d ism is s  th e  c h a r a c t e r s  as on ly  r e a l  
o r  on ly  s t e r e o t y p i c .  The i n t e r p r e t e r ,  th e n ,  would n o t  p e rfo rm  
am b ig u ity  p e r  s e , b u t  p e rfo rm  th e  doub le  p e r s p e c t i v e  o f  th e  c h a r­
a c t e r  i n  o rd e r  to  e n a b le  th e  au d ien ce  t o  s e e  o th e r  i n s t a n c e s  o f  
am b ig u i ty .  Hawkes c r e a t e s  s t e r e o t y p i c  c h a r a c t e r s  as an e n a b l in g  
d e v ic e  which a l lo w s  th e  w orkings o f  am b ig u i ty .  G ran ted ,  th e  
p e r fo rm e r  would have to  s e l e c t  c a r e f u l l y  which moments he chooses 
to  p o r t r a y  r e a l i s t i c a l l y  so  as n o t  to  d i s t o r t  th e  n o v e l  and con­
fu s e  h i s  a u d ie n c e .  A gain , such a te ch n iq u e  m igh t be s t r a i n e d ,  b u t  
would p ro b a b ly  work w e l l  f o r  Hawkes's v i s i o n .
The s o l o i s t  m ight want to  pe rfo rm  th e  s t e r e o t y p i c  n a t u r e  o f  
t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  by c a p i t a l i z i n g  upon Don G e ig e r 's  te c h n iq u e  o f th e  
b e h a v io r a l  synecdoche w here he  e x a g g e ra te s  one t r a i t  o f  th e  c h a r a c t e r .  
For i n s t a n c e ,  w ith  H enry, th e  p e r fo rm er  m ight want to  u se  a p r o p e r ty  
such  as e y e g la s s e s  and in c o r p o r a t e  a s u b t l e  b u t  f r e q u e n t  g e s tu r e  of 
n e rv o u s ly  p la y in g  w i th  them. In  t h i s  way he co u ld  s u g g e s t  H en ry 's  
m ild n e ss  and i n e f f e c t u a l i t y .  Or w i th  Em ily , th e  p e r fo rm e r  m ight e l e c t  
t o  change p o s tu r e  s u b t l y  so  t h a t  th e  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  o f  Emily i s  
p h y s i c a l l y  s t r o n g e r  and more dom inant than  h i s  p o r t r a y a l  o f  Henry.
Group p e rfo rm ance  h a s  more te c h n iq u e s  a v a i l a b l e  to  f e a t u r e  
th e  am bigu ity  o f  th e  t e x t .  To b e g in  w i t h ,  th e  am b ig u ity  o f  th e
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s e t t i n g  cou ld  be  f e a tu r e d  by u s in g  two i d e n t i c a l  s e t s  s u p p le ­
mented by mood l i g h t i n g  and m u s ic .  For i n s t a n c e ,  when Henry 
f i r s t  " l e a v e s "  th e  p a r t y  f o r  th e  s e a s h o r e ,  th e  p e r fo rm ers  could  
u se  a s p l i t  second b la c k o u t  d u r in g  th e  n a r r a t i o n  abou t h i s  c a tc h in g  
th e  bus and th e n  b r in g  th e  l i g h t s  up as he  w alks i n t o  a  s e t  
p h y s i c a l l y  removed from y e t  i d e n t i c a l  to  h i s  h o u se .  Or th e  group 
m igh t choose to  f e a t u r e  t h i s  e lem en t o f  th e  am bigu ity  by h av in g  
two d i f f e r e n t  s e t s ,  one r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  t h e  Vans' house  and one 
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  a l l  th e  o th e r  dreamworld s e t t i n g s .  They cou ld  do 
t h i s  by u s in g  a r e a l i s t i c  s e t  f o r  th e  house and on ly  a p la t fo rm  f o r  
th e  dream seq u e n c e s .  However, i n  o rd e r  n o t  to  d e f in e  one sp ace  as  
o n ly  r e a l  and one as on ly  dream, th e  same c lu e s  t o  su g g e s t  dream 
cou ld  be used f o r  b o th — such as u n r e a l i s t i c  l i g h t i n g  and dry  i c e  
smoke. In  t h i s  way th e  pe rfo rm ance  s u g g e s ts  th e  d i f f e r e n t  i n t e r ­
p r e t a t i o n s  w i th o u t  unduly  w e ig h t in g  e i t h e r .  I f  th e  group makes no 
use  of f u l l  s e t s ,  th e n  s t r o n g l y  s u g g e s t iv e  p r o p e r t i e s  and f u r n i t u r e  
m ight r e i n f o r c e  th e  a m b ig u ity .
I f  two s e t s  a r e  beyond t e c h n i c a l  and economic f e a s i b i l i t y ,  
l i g h t i n g  e f f e c t s  cou ld  change th e  s i n g l e  s e t .  For i n s t a n c e ,  
r e a l i s t i c  l i g h t i n g  cou ld  be used  f o r  th e  f i r s t  s e v e r a l  s e t t i n g s  
d e p ic te d  i n  th e  p e rfo rm an ce . Then th e  n e x t  s e t t i n g ,  w h e th er  i t  
i s  d re a m lik e  o r  r e a l i s t i c ,  cou ld  u se  th e  same l i g h t i n g .  In  l i k e  
manner th e  u se  o f  b lu e  l i g h t i n g  cou ld  be  employed f o r  b o th  dream 
and r e a l i s t i c  s e t t i n g s  i n  o rd e r  to  p r e s e r v e  th e  am b ig u ity .
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Two d i f f e r e n t  s e t s  o f  p e rfo rm ers  m ight p la y  Henry and Emily,
p e r fo rm e rs  whose ap p ea ran ce  i s  s i m i l a r .  The one p a i r  o f  p e rfo rm ers
m ight s t a r t  o u t  making c o n s i s t e n t  u se  o f  one s e t ,  th e  o th e r  p a i r  
u s in g  th e  o th e r  s e t .  E v e n tu a l ly  t h i s  r i g i d i t y  would d i s s o l v e  as 
th e  p a i r s  a l t e r n a t e l y  used  b o th  s e t s . In  o rd e r  t o  i n t e n s i f y  th e  
e f f e c t s  c r e a te d  w i th  two s e t s  of p e r f o r m e r s , th e  te c h n iq u e  of 
s eg u e in g  o r  o v e r la p p in g  l i n e s  m ight be employed. And a t  th e  end 
o f  th e  p e rfo rm ance  th e  two p a i r s  o f  p e r fo rm ers  m ight approach  each 
o th e r  and seem to  fa d e  i n t o  one a n o th e r  by h av ing  one p a i r  s ta n d  
b eh in d  th e  o th e r  as  th e  l i g h t s  fa d e  on them.
And becau se  Hawkes u se s  l i t t l e  d ia lo g u e ,  much of t h i s  e f f e c t
o f  fu sed  c h a r a c t e r s  would come th ro u g h  pantomime o r  s u g g e s t iv e  
a c t i o n s  by p e r fo rm e rs  d u r in g  th e  n a r r a t i o n .  For i n s t a n c e ,  d u r in g  
E m ily 's  e x a m in a t io n ,  th e  two Emilys m ight be  i n  d i f f e r e n t  s e t s ,  
one pantomiming h av in g  a n ig h tm are  w h i le  th e  o th e r  Emily pantomimes 
w i th  o th e r  p e r fo rm e rs  a  p h y s i c a l  e x am in a t io n .  Th is  te c h n iq u e  cou ld  
th u s  be perform ed  as s im u lta n eo u s  a c t i o n .
Two o th e r  te c h n iq u e s  a v a i l a b l e  to  group p e r fo rm ers  a r e  u se  
o f  f r e e z e s  and slow  m o t io n . These te c h n iq u e s  cou ld  be used  bo th  
w i th  two s e t s  of Henry's and Emily’s o r  w i th  on ly  one s e t .  I n  any o f 
th e  sequences  which a re  ambiguous ( th e  g i r l  i n  th e  b la c k  h a t ,  th e  
b a c h e lo r  p a r t y ,  o r  th e  ex am in a t io n )  th e  p e r fo rm ers  could  a c t  r e a l ­
i s t i c a l l y ,  t h a t  i s  w i th  no e x a g g e r a t io n ,  b u t  i n  slow  m otion  to  
i n d i c a t e  th e  doub le  p e r s p e c t i v e .  In  l i k e  manner f r e e z e s  m ight be
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used  d u rin g  th e s e  same seq uences w here th e  n a r r a t io n  c o n tin u e s  b u t 
th e  p e r fo rm e rs ’ a c t io n s  c e a s e . A gain t h i s  te c h n iq u e  would p re s e rv e  
th e  am b ig u ity  as to  w h e th e r th e  a c t io n  i s  ta k in g  p la c e  i n  r e a l i t y  o r 
m ere ly  in  th e  c h a r a c t e r s ' m inds.
The u se  o f  masks m igh t i l lu m in a te  th e  am b ig u ity  o f  th e  woman 
in  th e  se a sh o re  town Henry supposes i s  Em ily . For in s ta n c e ,  th e  
same p e rfo rm er who p o r t r a y s  Emily m igh t p o r t r a y  th e  m y ste ry  woman 
b u t w ear a m ask. S in ce  t h i s  woman has no l i n e s  th e r e  would be no 
need to  m atch v o ic e s  i f  two d i f f e r e n t  c h a r a c te r s  a re  u sed . And in  
th e  e v en t t h a t  two d i f f e r e n t  p e rfo rm ers  a r e  u s e d , a n o th e r  way o f 
su g g e s tin g  th e  am b ig u ity  i s  to  have fo cu s  on th e  woman by means o f 
l i g h t s  and s ta g e  c o m p o s itio n , th e n  have a  q u ic k  s p o t l i g h t  f l a s h  on 
Emily in  a n o th e r  p la c e  o b se rv in g  th e  woman. A s im p le  b u t  e f f e c t i v e  
means o f  p re s e rv in g  th e  am b ig u ity  would be to  v e i l  th e  woman’s  fa c e  
o r  to  have h e r  s i t t i n g  on a p la tfo rm  in  s i l h o u e t t e .
The B e e tle  Leg
Many o f th e  te c h n iq u e s  d is c u s s e d  above can be s u c c e s s f u l ly  
employed i n  a  s o lo  o r  group perfo rm ance o f  th e  am b ig u ity  in  The 
B e e tle  L eg. The one a m b ig u ity , th e  d e a th  o f  Luke Lampson would 
p ro b a b ly  be b e s t  p erfo rm ed  by a s o l o i s t  th ro u g h  re p e a te d  a c t io n s .  
F i r s t ,  he co u ld  pe rfo rm  i t  as Luke and th e n  a s  th e  n a r r a to r  o b se rv in g  
Luke. I f  he  chooses th e  fo rm e r , he  m igh t f i r s t  pe rfo rm  th e  moment 
o f  th e  s h o o tin g  by a c t in g  v e ry  d e l ib e r a t e ly  a s  i f  he w ere i n t e n t i o n a l l y  
sq u ee z in g  th e  t r i g g e r  to  k i l l  h im s e lf .  Then he cou ld  r e p e a t  th e
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sce n e  a s  i f  i t  w ere an a c c id e n t  by lu n g in g  backw ards. The s o l o i s t  
m igh t a l s o  choose to  p e rfo rm  th e  a c t io n  s t r i c t l y  th ro u g h  th e  eyes 
o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  p o in t  o f  v iew  and u se  o f f s ta g e  fo c u s ,  p la c in g  th e  
a c t i o n  o u t i n  f r o n t  so  t h a t  th e  au d ien ce  " s e e s "  th e  e v e n t as i t  i s  
r e l a t e d  by th e  th i r d - p e r s o n  n a r r a t o r . In  t h i s  way th e  n a r r a t i v e  
d e s c r ip t io n  would c a r ry  th e  am b ig u ity .
In  a group p erfo rm an ce  two s e t s  o f Lukes m igh t p e rfo rm  th e  
e v e n t as s u ic id e  and an a c c id e n t  s im u lta n e o u s ly  u s in g  a s p l i t  s c re e n  
e f f e c t .  I f  th e  p e rfo rm an ce  u se s  on ly  one Luke, p ro b a b ly  re p e a te d  
a c t io n  o r  a f r e e z e  would b e s t  f e a tu r e  th e  two i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s .
The Goose on th e  Grave 
B ecause th e  o n ly  t r u e  am b ig u ity  in  t h i s  book, w h e th er Nino i s  
dead o r  a s le e p  a t  th e  end o f  th e  n o v e l ,  i s  i n  p a r t  c re a te d  by 
A d ep p i's  dream w hich foreshadow s N in o 's  d e a th ,  any p erfo rm ance  m ust 
th e r e f o r e  acknow ledge th e  r e l a t i o n s h ip  betw een dream and r e a l i t y .
The s o lo  p e rfo rm er m igh t choose to  pe rfo rm  each  scen e  w ith  o f f s ta g e  
fo cu s  and u se  no o v e r t  movements o r  g e s tu r e s .  He m ight a ls o  r e p e a t  
th e  f i n a l  l i n e s  o f  A d e p p i's  dream (s e rv in g  as a k in d  o f echo) j u s t  
p r i o r  to  o r  a f t e r  th e  f i n a l  scen e  w here we d is c o v e r  N ino. The group 
p erfo rm ance  has th e  o p t io n  o f r e p e a t in g  A d ep p i's  dream and p e rfo rm in g  
i t  i n  a  low v o ic e  w h ile  th e  fo cu s  i s  on th e  scen e  d e s c r ib in g  N ino. 
W hatever i s  done, th e  p e rfo rm e r o f  Nino m ust n o t ap p ea r u n e q u iv o c a lly  
e i t h e r  dead o r a s le e p .  Thus low l e v e l  l i g h t i n g  and a p ose  f o r  Nino
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t h a t  cou ld  su g g e s t e i t h e r  would h e lp  r e t a i n  th e  a m b ig u ity . F u r th e r ,  
A depp i’s dream m igh t be perfo rm ed  two ways— as a n ig h tm are  w ith  
Adeppi th ra s h in g  around and th e n  as  a  fo reshadow ing  as Adeppi s le e p s  
so u n d ly  b u t in  a n o th e r  p la c e  a s  Nino pantomimes th e  a c t io n .  Then 
a t  th e  end , A deppi’s dream would need to  be re p e a te d  in  c lo s e  p ro x im ity  
to  th e  f i n a l  s c e n e .
Summary
U n d en iab ly , Hawkes’s  e a r ly  w orks d e se rv e  th e  l a b e l  c o n fu s in g .
But he a l s o  c l e a r l y  c r e a te s  p u rp o s e fu l  am b ig u ity  in  C h a r iv a r i , The 
B e e tle  L eg, and The Goose on th e  Grave th ro u g h  d i s lo c a t io n  o f  tim e 
and p la c e ,  s t e r e o ty p i c  c h a r a c te r s ,  and i n d i r e c t i o n .  These d e v ic e s  
can be p re se rv e d  and in  some c a se s  f e a tu r e d  th ro u g h  b o th  s o lo  and 
group p e rfo rm an ces  i f  th e  p e rfo rm e rs  le a v e  i n t a c t  th e  c lu e s  su g g e s t­
in g  th e  am b ig u ity  and i f  th e y  s e a rc h  o u t c r e a t iv e  means of 
p e rfo rm in g  them . T echniques such  as slow  m o tio n , re p e a te d  a c t i o n s ,  
s p l i t  s c re e n  e f f e c t ,  f r e e z e s ,  m asks, l i g h t i n g ,  and m u l t ip le  c h a ra c ­
t e r s  a l l  a r e  ways o f s u g g e s tin g  and i l lu m in a t in g  th e  a m b ig u ity . The 
n e x t c h a p te r  w i l l  exam ine Hawkes’ s m ost r e c e n t  n o v e ls  f o r  am b ig u ity  
and su g g e s t  ways p e rfo rm an ce  can i l lu m in a te  i t .
CHAPTER VII
JOHN HAWKES: THE AMBIGUITY AND PERFORMANCE OF
FOUR LATER NOVELS
Whereas H aw kes's p re -1 9 6 0  n o v e ls  showed l i t t l e  o v e r t  r e a l is m , 
in  h is  m ost r e c e n t  o n es , he  has a p p a re n tly  grown more dependen t on 
th e  e lem en ts  o f  p l o t ,  c h a r a c te r ,  s e t t i n g ,  and them e. T his i s  n o t 
to  su g g e s t t h a t  Hawkes h as  in  any way abandoned h i s  p re v io u s  v i s io n  
o r  n a r r a t i v e  te c h n iq u e s . Even h i s  m ost r e c e n t  n o v e l ,  The P a ss io n  
A r t i s t , makes u se  o f th e  p o e t ic  language  and " p a i n t e r ly ” c o n s tr u c t io n  
t h a t  became th e  h a llm a rk s  o f h is  e a r ly  f i c t i o n .  I n s te a d ,  he seems 
to  have r e f in e d  h i s  e a r l i e r  te c h n iq u e s . As A lb e r t  J .  G uerard 
rem ark ed :
[Hawkes1] s t y l e  n a t u r a l l y  underw ent some changes 
betw een The C an n ib al o f 1948 and The Lime Twig 
o f 1961, as  Hawkes became more c o n sc io u s  o f h is  
a r t  and v i s io n .  The movement has been  from  m urky, 
g ro p in g , b r i l l i a n t ,  e c c e n t r ic  e x p re s s io n  to  d e l ib ­
e r a t e  r h e t o r i c a l  m a n ip u la tio n  o f  th e  r e a d e r 's  
a n x ie t i e s  and sy m p a th ie s . Hawkes, a  m ost g i f t e d  
c r i t i c  and te a c h e r ,  co u ld  h a rd ly  f a i l  to  exam ine 
h i s  own p ro c e d u re s . In  th e  change th e r e  h as  been  
some lo s s  o f  o b s e s s iv e  v is io n a r y  pow er, b u t th e r e  
h as  a ls o  been  much g a in . . . .
John Hawkes' . . . ach ievem ent r e s t s  on som ething  
more th an  s t a r t l i n g  o r g i n a l i t y  o f  v i s io n .  I t  r e s t s  
above a l l ,  i t  may b e , on h is  power to  re n d e r  so 
much u n censo red  r e v e r y ,  so  much s i g n i f i c a n t  and 
v io l e n t  f a n ta s y ,  so  much o f th e  p u l lu l a n t  u n d e r­
ground l i f e ,  w ith  so  much s t y l i s t i c  c o n t r o l . 1
^ A lb e rt J .  G uerard , "The P ro se  S ty le  o f John Hawkes," C r i t i q u e : 
S tu d ie s  in  Modern F ic t io n  6 ( F a l l  1963) : 19 , 29.
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Review er R ichard  Todd a l s o  rem arked on th e  a p p a re n t change in  
H aw kes's f i c t i o n :  " M e rc ifu lly , John H aw kes's w r i t in g  h a s  moved
o u t o f th e  c lo t t e d  o b s c u r i ty  o f h is  e a r ly  n o v e ls  tow ard a  s o r t  o f
2c l a r i t y . "  But he hum orously ad d s: " C la r i ty  o f  a  s o r t :  one
O
d o e sn ’ t  want to  p re s s  th e  p o in t  too  f a r . "  And a p p a r e n t ly ,  th e  
p ro p h e t ic  d e c re e  made by G uerard y e a rs  ago seems to  have come t r u e ;^  
Hawkes has in d eed  moved f u r th e r  tow ard re a l is m . In  H aw kes's more 
r e c e n t  n o v e ls , we f in d  a le s s e n in g  em phasis on s te r e o ty p in g  c h a ra c ­
t e r s  th a t  c re a te d  am b ig u ity  in  h i s  e a r l i e r  n o v e ls .  He a ls o  
In te rm in g le s  fa n ta s y  and r e a l i t y  l e s s  and , i n s t e a d ,  seems to  r e ly  
on c o n v e n tio n a l a s p e c ts  o f re a l is m  th a t  he once c a l l e d  th e  enem ies 
o f  f i c t i o n .  H is p lo t s  and c h a r a c te r s  a re  more a c c e s s ib le ,  and , as 
a r e s u l t ,  th e s e  books have ga ined  a w id e r a u d ie n c e .
However, h i s  works a re  s t i l l  n o t w ho lly  r e a l i s t i c .  Hawkes 
h im se lf  w i l l  adm it on ly  to  "a s u r fa c e  re a lism " ^  o p e ra t in g  in  h is  
l a t e s t  books. Donald J .  G re in e r who re c o g n iz e s  th e  change, n e v e r­
th e le s s  co n cludes t h a t  Hawkes:
2 R ichard  Todd, "Puzzlem ent and T e r r o r ,"  The A t la n t ic  M onth ly , 
May 1974, p . 130.
^Todd, p . 130.
^John Hawkes, The C a n n ib a l, w ith  an In t r o d u c t io n  by A lb e r t  J .  
G uerard (New Y ork: New D ir e c t io n s ,  194 9 ), p . v i i i .
-’Anthony C. S a n to re  and M ichael P o ca ly k o , e d s . ,  A John Hawkes 
Symposium: D esign and D e b r is , I n s i g h t s , Working P ap ers  in  Contem­
p o ra ry  C r i t ic is m  (New Y ork: New D ir e c t io n s ,  1 9 7 7 ), p . 23. H e re a f te r
r e f e r r e d  to  as  Symposium.
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. . . rem ains as  u n p re d ic ta b le  as he i s  e x p e r im e n ta l.
H is c o n sc io u s  g o a l i s  to  d i s r u p t  th e  c o n v e n tio n a l form s 
o f  f i c t i o n — som eth ing  we m ust keep  i n  mind no m a tte r  
w hich o f h i s  n o v e ls  s t r i k e s  ou r fa n c y . I f  he h as  a 
more s p e c i f i c  t a r g e t  th an  t r a d i t i o n a l  f i c t i o n a l  fo rm s, 
i t  would seem to  be  th e  u n fo r tu n a te  b u t p e r s i s t e n t  
a f f i l i a t i o n  o f  th e  n o v e l w ith  r e a l is m . His d i s t a s t e  
f o r  v e r i s im i l i t u d e  and f o r  a l l  t h a t  a  p h ra se  l i k e  " th e  
w ell-m ade  n o v e l"  s u g g e s ts  i s  j u s t  as e v id e n t in  The 
Blood O ranges as i t  i s  in  C h a r iv a r i , even though th e  
fo rm er i s  " e a s ie r "  to  read  in  term s o f w hat happ en s.
Y et th e  a u th o r  who hopes to  b re a k  w ith  r e a l is m  m ust 
a l s o  reck o n  w ith  an a u d ien ce  s te e p e d  i n ,  and even 
dem anding, c o n v e n tio n a l r e a l i s t i c  f i c t i o n .  R eaders 
who lo o k  f o r  a  r e a d i ly  re c o g n iz a b le  b e g in n in g , m id d le , 
and end , a s e n se  o f f e l t  l i f e ,  and an i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w ith  
th e  "good" c h a r a c te r s  a re  l i k e l y  to  be o u tra g e d , b a f f l e d ,  
o r  b o th  when a n o v e l i s t  r e fu s e s  to  m eet t h e i r  e x p e c ta ­
t io n s  . I t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t ,  th e n , t h a t  Hawkes' q u a r r e l  
w ith  r e a l is m  i s  d e s ig n e d  to  f r e e  b o th  a u th o r  and r e a d e r .  
V io la t in g  t r a d i t i o n a l  n o v e l i s t i c  r u l e s  and re a d e r  expec­
t a t i o n s ,  Hawkes l i b e r a t e s  h im se lf  to  c o n s t r u c t  c o n tr o l le d  
im a g in a tiv e  v i s i o n s ,  w h ile  he s im u lta n e o u s ly  d e l iv e r s  
th e  r e a d e r  from  a n t i c ip a te d  p r o b a b i l i t y .  The n o v e l 's  
" e n e m ie s ,"  p l o t ,  c h a r a c te r ,  s e t t i n g ,  and them e, become 
seco n d ary  c o n s id e r a t io n s  in  fa v o r  o f t o t a l i t y  o f s t r u c ­
t u r e  o r  " v e r b a l  and p s y c h o lo g ic a l  c o h e re n c e ."  The aim , 
i n s i s t s  Hawkes, i s  to  c r e a te  a  w orld  in s te a d  o f  to  
r e p r e s e n t  i t .  The d i f f e r e n c e  i s  betw een th e  conven­
t i o n a l  n o v e l w ith  i t s  s t r u c t u r e  b ased  on lo g ic a l ly  
developed  m eaning and th e  e x p e r im e n ta l f i c t i o n  w ith  
i t s  coh eren ce  based  on im a g in a tiv e  vision.^
The Lime Twig: A T r a n s i t io n a l  Novel
The Lime Twig (1 9 6 1 ), H aw kes's parody  o f a m ystery  t h r i l l e r ,  
m arked th e  tu rn in g  p o in t  i n  h i s  c a r e e r  b o th  in  term s o f s t y l e  and 
a c c la im . C r i t i c  J .  C. P in e  c a l l e d  t h i s  t r a n s i t i o n a l  book "a new
^Donald J .  G re in e r ,  Comic T e r r o r : The N ovels o f  John Hawkes
(Memphis: Memphis S ta te  U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1 9 7 3 ), p . 242.
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d e p a r tu re  f o r  t h i s  rem ark ab le  w r i t e r .  On one l e v e l  i t  i s  w hat
Graham Greene l i k e s  to  c a l l  an ’E n te r ta in m e n t, 1 a t h r i l l e r  . . . .
On a n o th e r  l e v e l  . . .  i t  i s  a 2 0 th -c e n tu ry  jo u rn e y  th ro u g h  th e
i n f e r n a l  re g io n s  . . . .  [ I t  i s  a book] For a l l  l i b r a r i e s  t h a t  f e e l
7
a r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  to  th e  f u tu r e  as w e ll  as to  th e  p a s s in g  m om ent."
And Ray B. West in  th e  New York Times Book Review say s  " I t  would be 
u n f o r tu n a te  i f  such  la b e l s  [as  a v a n t— g ard e  and s u r r e a l i s t ]  w ere to
f r ig h t e n  re a d e rs  away from  t h i s  . . . book; . . . ’The Lime Twig'
i s  an ex trem ely  re a d a b le  n o v e l . . . .  [which] moves th e  r e a d e r  to  a
O
gen u in e  p a th o s , and sheds a glow o f u n d e rs ta n d in g  on o u r t im e s ."
9
E r ic  Moon c a l l s  i t  "one o f  th e  b e s t  n o v e ls  o f th e  l a s t  d e c a d e ."
And G uerard comments t h a t  The Lime Twig "shows a  new power to  e x p lo i t  
r i c h  p ro se  rh y th m s, and an even more in te n s e  u se  o f  d is tu r b in g  e r o t i c  
im a g e ry ." "^  G e n e ra l ly , th e n , The Lime Twig, though s t i l l  c l e a r ly  
r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  o f H aw kes's v i s io n  and s t y l e ,  i s  more a c c e s s ib le  th an  
h is  p re v io u s  w ork and h as  g a rn e red  a w id e r p u b l ic  and g r e a te r  c r i t i c a l  
a c c la im .
^ J . C. P in e ,  rev iew  o f The Lime Twig, by John Hawkes, in
L ib ra ry  J o u rn a l  86 (May 1 , 1961): 1794.
O
Ray B. W est, J r . ,  " A fte r  th e  B l i t z , "  rev iew  o f The Lime Twig,
by John Hawkes, in  The New York Times Book Review , May 14, 1961,
p . 31.
9
E r ic  Moon, rev iew  of Lunar L an d scap es , by John Hawkes, in
L ib ra ry  J o u rn a l  94 (June 1 5 , 19 6 1 ): 2486.
■ ^A lbert J .  G u era rd , "John Hawkes: Geography o f T e r r o r ,"  rev iew  
o f The Lime Twig, by John Hawkes, in  The New York H era ld  T ribune  
L iv e ly  A rts  and Book Review , June  25 , 1961, p . 32.
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In  Hawkes’s su b se q u e n t n o v e ls ,  Second Skin (1 9 6 4 ), The Blood 
Oranges (1 9 7 1 ), D ea th , S leep  & th e  T ra v e le r  (1 9 7 4 ), and T rav e s ty  
(1 9 7 6 ), he  a p p a re n tly  c o n tin u e s  t h i s  t r e n d  tow ard more a c c e s s i b i l t y . 
We w i l l  exam ine each  o f th e s e  l a t t e r  fo u r  n o v e ls  in  o rd e r  to  i d e n t i f y  
am b ig u ity  so t h a t  we may c o n s id e r  i t s  im p lic a t io n s  f o r  p e rfo rm an ce .
A m biguity i n  Four R ecent H ovels
The m ajo r d e v ic e  o f  am b ig u ity  w hich Hawkes employs in  h is  
l a t e r  n o v e ls  i s  co n sc io u s  m a n ip u la tio n  o f th e  n a r r a t i v e  p o in t  o f 
v iew . E s p e c ia l ly  in  Second S k in , The Blood O ran g es , and T ra v e s ty , 
do th e  p o t e n t i a l l y  u n r e l i a b le  f i r s t - p e r s o n  n a r r a to r s  a f f e c t  our 
v iew  o f th e  e n t i r e  s t o r i e s  th ey  n a r r a t e .  W hereas i n  H aw kes's e a r ly  
n o v e ls  we c o n fro n te d  e i t h e r  m u l t ip le  p o in ts  o f view  o r  a bouncing  
th i r d - p e r s o n  o m n isc ien t p o in t  o f v iew , h e re  Hawkes h as  tu rn e d  a lm o st 
e x c lu s iv e ly  to  th e  f i r s t - p e r s o n  n a r r a to r  whose r e l i a b i l i t y  i s  s u s p e c t .
Second Skin
F re d e r ic k  Busch c a l l s  Second Skin  H aw kes's "most com plim ented
w o rk ." -^  Second Skin  c o n tin u e d  th e  t re n d  tow ard a grow ing p u b l ic
to le r a n c e  o f H aw kes's g o th ic  v i s io n  and g r e a te r  c r i t i c a l  r e c o g n i t io n
o f h i s  t a l e n t s .  For in s ta n c e ,  R obert M. Adams c a l l s  t h i s  book "a
12work o f g i f t e d  m a tu r i ty ."  Susan Sontag  a g a in  p r a i s e s  Hawkes as a
1 1■‘■ F re d e r ic k  B usch, Hawkes: A Guide to  h is  F ic t io n s  (S y racu se :
S y racu se  U n iv e rs i ty  P r e s s ,  1 9 7 3 ), p . 107.
12 R obert M. Adams, "H it and M is s ,"  rev iew  o f Second S k in , by 
John Hawkes, in  The New York Review o f B ooks, A p r i l  2 , 1964, p . 12.
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"m aste r o f an im m ensely a r t f u l ,  c o r ru g a te d  s u r f a c e  o f lan g u ag e—a 
lo o p e d , v i r i l e ,  r e s t l e s s  s t y l e  t h a t  r e a l l y  is^ th e  s t o r y . S h e  
goes on to  c a l l  Hawkes "an  e x tr a o rd in a ry  and a d m ira b le  w r i t e r ,  and 
t h a t  in  ’Second S k in 1 he  h a s  w r i t t e n  a  b e a u t i f u l  book w hich i s  a 
w orthy  s u c c e s s o r  to  h i s  p re v io u s  work" (p . 5 ) .
Second S k in  i s  c o n s id e ra b ly  m ore a c c e s s ib le  th a n  H aw kes's 
p re -1 9 6 0  w orks. N e v e r th e le s s ,  some o f th e  same d is jo in te d n e s s  may 
b a f f l e  th e  h a s ty  o r  u n s o p h is t i c a te d  r e a d e r .  G ra n v il le  H icks com­
m ented upon th e  c o n tin u in g  p re s e n s e  o f co m p lex ity  in  Second S k in :
E v e ry th in g  Hawkes h as  w r i t t e n  e x p re s s e s  h i s  a lm ost 
u n b e a ra b le  aw areness o f th e  s t r a n g e n e s s  o f  l i f e ,  and 
i f  h i s  w ork i s  som etim es m y s t i fy in g ,  i f  he r e f u s e s  
to  f i t  a l l  th e  p ie c e s  o f th e  p u z z le  i n to  p la c e ,  t h a t  
i s  b ecau se  he f e e l s  so  s t r o n g ly  th e  d i s o r d e r l in e s s  
o f e x is te n c e .
But G re in e r  q u ic k ly  p o in ts  o u t t h a t ,  "For a l l  o f i t s  a p p a re n t d i s ­
jo in te d n e s s ,  Second S k in  i s  a  h ig h ly  s t r u c tu r e d  w ork , q u ic k  to  
rew ard  th e  re a d e r  w i l l i n g  to  g ra p p le  w ith  i t s  c o m p le x ity .
One o f th e  re a so n s  f o r  th e  supposed  c l a r i t y  i n  H aw kes's f i r s t  
" a f f i r m a t iv e " '1'^ n o v e l r e s u l t s  from  th e  p re se n c e  o f a  c o n s i s t e n t  u se
■^Susan S o n tag , "A New L ife  f o r  an Old O ne," rev iew  o f Second 
S k in , by John Hawkes, in  The New York Times Book Review , A p r i l  5 ,
1964, p . 5.
^ G r a n v i l l e  H ic k s , "Lover in  th e  S tra n g e n e ss  o f  L i f e , "  rev iew  
o f  Second S k in , by John Hawkes, in  S a tu rd ay  Review , March 28 , 1964,
p . 26.
15Donald J .  G re in e r ,  "The T hem atic  Use o f C olor in  John Hawkes' 
Second S k in ,"  Contem porary L i t e r a t u r e  11 (Summer 1970): 390.
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o f th e  f i r s t - p e r s o n  n a r r a t o r . 17 A ccording to  R o b ert S c h o le s : "Over
th e  y e a r s ,  as  h i s  w ork h a s  d ev e lo p ed , he  h as  tu rn e d  more and more to  
th e  u n ify in g  v o ic e  o f  a s in g le  n a r r a to r  as a way o f g iv in g  coherence  
to  th e  e v e n ts  o f h i s  n a r r a t i v e .  At th e  same tim e , h i s  f i c t i o n ,  w hich 
began w ith  an em phasis on t e r r o r ,  v io le n c e ,  and d e a th ,  has moved away 
from  th o s e  h o r r o r s  tow ard a lu s h  e r o t ic i s m ,  i n i t i a t e d  in  . . . Second 
S k in  . . . . " 18
The s to r y  i s  th e  naked h i s to r y  o f f i f t y - n i n e  y e a r  o ld  S k ip p e r , 
a  f a t ,  b a ld ,  now r e t i r e d  n a v a l o f f i c e r  l i v in g  on a  p a r a d i s i a c a l  i s l a n d  
w ith  h is  co n cu b in e , C a ta l in a  K a te , and h i s  long  tim e f r ie n d  and mess 
b o y , Sonny. S k ip p e r has trium phed  o v e r th e  s u ic id e  d e a th s  o f  h is  
f a t h e r ,  d a u g h te r ,  w if e ,  and th e  v io l e n t  m urder o f h i s  s o n - in - la w . 
W rit te n  in  f la s h b a c k , b u t i n  p re s e n t  t e n s e ,  th e  n o v e l shows th e  same 
d i s lo c a t io n  of tim e and p la c e  p rom inen t in  h is  e a r l i e r  w orks. Hawkes 
c a r e f u l ly  weaves to g e th e r  S k ip p e r’s t a l e .  We se e  e v e n ts  as S k ip p e r 
s e e s  them and h i s  d is c o v e ry  becomes o u rs .  The s to r y  re v o lv e s  around 
S k ip p e r 's  s in c e r e  b u t f u t i l e  a t te m p ts  to  p re v e n t  h i s  d a u g h te r  from  
com m itting  s u ic id e  a f t e r  h e r  hom osexual h u sb a n d 's  d e a th . S k ip p e r , 
though a  co m p le te ly  sy m p a th e tic  n a r r a t o r ,  i s  a l s o  somewhat s u s p e c t ,  
a s  he  r e v e a ls  an i n a b i l i t y  to  p e rc e iv e  p e o p le  and s i t u a t i o n s  as they  
a r e .  T h is , o f  c o u rs e , i s  one h a za rd  o f th e  f i r s t - p e r s o n  p a r t i c i p a n t
•^ G re in e r ,  Comic T e r r o r , p .  160.
1®John Hawkes, The Owl, w ith  a C r i t i c a l  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  by 
R obert S ch o les  (New Y ork: New D ir e c t io n s ,  1 9 7 7 ), p . v i .
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n a r r a t o r .  H is a c c o u n t, though an h o n e s t one , i s  so  f u l l  o f  s e l f -  
c o n sc io u sn ess  t h a t  we lo o k  a t  him w ith  s u s p ic io n .  H is s to r y  ta k es  
th e  form  o f a  k in d  o f apo logy  (a s  he  u l t im a te ly  lo s e s  h i s  d au g h te r 
to  s u i c i d e ) .  We have o n ly  h i s  word f o r  th e  o c cu rren c e s  he d e s c r ib e s ,  
and he has s u f f e r e d  so  much as a r e s u l t  o f b e in g  a p a r t  o f  th e  d e a th  
t h a t  su rro u n d s  him th a t  he  seems to  have l o s t  h i s  a b i l i t y  to  o b je c t i f y  
t h i s  a c c o u n t. C e r ta in ly ,  t h i s  i s  a common f a i l i n g  o f any f i r s t -  
p e rso n  c h a r a c t e r - n a r r a to r ,  b u t S k ip p er seems to  have gone beyond 
lo s in g  h i s  o b j e c t i v i t y .
F i r s t  o f a l l ,  S k ip p e r 's  s to r y  i s  o b v io u s ly  b ia s e d .  H is o v e r­
whelming lo v e  fo r  h i s  d a u g h te r  c au ses  him to  d e s c r ib e  h e r  i n  ways 
t h a t  d i r e c t l y  c o n t r a d ic t  h e r  a c t i o n s .  We h e a r  S k ip p e r d e s c r ib e  h e r  
a s  a n g e l ic  and p u re ,  y e t  we se e  h e r  engage in  w anton p ro m isc u ity . 
F u r th e r ,  a g r e a t  d is ta n c e  in  tim e  s e p a r a te s  h i s  t e l l i n g  from  th e  
e v e n ts  as  th ey  o c c u r re d . And b ecau se  S k ip p e r " i s  such  a b lu n d e re r ,
so  n a iv e  and u n p ro te c te d ,  . . .  we a re  tem pted to  c h a lle n g e  h i s
19f a i t h  in  lo v e  and v i r t u e . "  M oreover, our v iew  o f S k ip p e r 's  
c h a r a c te r  c o n s ta n t ly  r e d e f in e s  our v iew  o f h i s  r e l i a b i l i t y  as a 
n a r r a t o r ,  f o r  we have o n ly  S k ip p e r 's  word f o r  th e  e v e n ts  he  d e s c r ib e s .  
S e v e ra l  tim es h i s  o v e rp ro d u c tiv e  im a g in a tio n  p o in ts  to  th e  p o s s i ­
b i l i t y  o f h i s  u n r e l i a b i l i t y .  For exam ple, when he d e s c r ib e s  h i s  
courageous a c c e p ta n c e  o f a t a to o ,  we can n o t t e l l  i f  he  has p e rh ap s
^Greiner, Comic Terror, p. 161.
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superim posed  h i s  f a n t a s i e s  on to  remembered r e a l i t y .  In  t h i s  scen e  h is  
d a u g h te r ,  C assan d ra , h as  fo rc e d  him in to  h av in g  th e  name o f h e r  
m urdered h u sb an d , F e rn an d ez , ta to o e d  on h i s  c h e s t :
P ro lo n g ed  th o ro u g h  c a s u a l ru b b in g  w ith  a d i r t y  w et 
d i s i n t e g r a t i n g  c o t to n  swab. M erely to  remove some o f 
th e  s k in ,  in flam e  th e  a r e a .  C orrespond ing  v ib r a t io n  
in  th e  v ic t im ’s jo w ls  and h o ld in g  o f b r e a th .  Dry 
ic e  e f f e c t  o f  th e  a lc o h o l .  P ro lo n g ed  in s p e c t io n  o f 
d i s i n t e g r a t i n g  ca rd b o a rd  box o f  l i t t l e  scab ro u s  d u s ty  
b o t t l e s ,  none f u l l ,  some em pty. B o t t le s  o f dye.
C hicken b lo o d , ground b e t e l  n u t ,  b a b y -b lu e  i r i s e s  
o f c h i l d ’s eye—b r i e f  f l a s h in g  o f th e  c u rse d  ra inbow .
T ossing  one p a r t i c u l a r  b o t t l e  up and down and g r in n in g .
T h ick  g re e n . Then fo n d lin g  th e  e l e c t r i c  n e e d le .
F rayed  c o rd , g rea sy  c a se — l i k e  th e  en v e lo p e—p o in t  
no more th a n  a s t i f f  h a i r  b u t as h o t as a  d ry  f ry in g  
pan w h ite  from  th e  f i r e .  Then he  s q u i r t s  a t  th e  
en v e lo p e . Then l i g h t s  a  b u t t ,  d raw s, s e t t l e s  i t  
on th e  l i p  o f  a scummy b ro w n -s ta in e d  s a u c e r .  Then 
u n s to p p e rs  th e  a n c ie n t  c lo t t e d  b o t t l e  o f io d in e .
S k u ll  and c ro s s b o n e s . S e t t l e s  th e  b u t t  betw een h is  
t e e t h  w here i t  s t a y s .  G lances a t  C assan d ra , s t a r t s  
th e  c u r r e n t ,  comes around  and s i t s  on th e  c o rn e r  o f 
th e  t a b l e ,  h o ld in g  th e  n e e d le  away from h i s  own fa c e  
and f l e s h ,  p u sh in g  a  f a t  le g  a g a in s t  v i c t i m 's .  Scow ls.
Leans down. Tongue in  p o s i t i o n .  Rainbow f u l l  o f 
smoke and b lo o d . Then th e  n e e d le  b i t e s . ^0
Hawkes c o n tin u e s  th e  d e s c r ip t i o n  o f S k ip p e r 's  r e a c t io n  to  th e  n e ed le
as  he  com pares S k ip p e r’ s s t i f l e d  scream  to  "a s tre n u o u s  b la c k  b a t
s t r u g g l in g ,  w r e s t l in g  in  my b lo a te d  m outh" (p . 1 9 ):
. . . w ith  my eyes squeezed  t i g h t ,  my l i p s  squeezed  
t i g h t ,  f e l t  t h a t  a t  any moment i t  m ust t h r u s t  th e  
s lim y  b la c k  t i p  o f  i t s  a rc h a ic  s k e l e t a l  w ing o u t 
in to  view  o f C assand ra  and th e  w orking  t a t t o o e r .
But I  was h o ld in g  on . I  longed  to  d is g o rg e  th e  
b a t ,  to  so b , to  be  f lu n g  in to  th e  r e l i e f  o f f r e e z in g
^ J o h n  Hawkes, Second Skin  (New Y ork: New D ir e c t io n s ,  1964),
p p . 18 -19 .
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w a te r  l i k e  an o ld  woman submerged and scream ing  in  th e  
w ild  balm  o f some d a rk  b a p tism a l r i t e  in  a  r o a r in g  
r i v e r .  But I  was h o ld in g  on. W hile th e  p u n c tu re s  
w ere  m arch ing  a c r o s s ,  b u rn in g  t h e i r  open p in p r ic k  
way a c ro s s  my c h e s t ,  I  was b u lg in g  in  ev ery  m u sc le , 
s l i c k ,  s t r a i n e d ,  and th e  b a t  was p e e r in g  i n to  my 
mouth o f p a in ,  k ic k in g ,  s l i c k  w ith  my s a l i v a ,  and 
in  th e  s tu f f e d  i n t e r i o r  o f my b r a in  I  was r e s i s t i n g ,  
j e r k in g  in  o u tra g e d  h e lp le s s n e s s ,  b l in d  and b a f f l e d ,  
s i c k  w ith  th e  sudden r e c a l l  o f w hat Tremlow had done 
to  me th a t  n ig h t—h e lp le s s  ab o m in a tio n —w h ile  Sonny 
la y  sp raw led  on th e  b r id g e  and th e  c a p ta in  trem b led  
on h is  c o t b eh in d  th e  p i lo th o u s e .  T here w ere t in y  
f a t  g l i s t e n in g  t e a r s  i n  th e  c o rn e rs  o f my e y e s . But 
th e y  n e v e r f e l l .  Never from  th e  eyes o f t h i s  heavy 
b a ld -h e a d e d  once-handsom e man. V ic tim . Courageous 
v ic t im  (p . 1 9 ) .
I s  th e  cou rage  he d e s c r ib e s  r e a l  o r  im agined? We can n o t t e l l ,  b u t
we s u sp e c t th e  l a t t e r .
S k ip p e r’s r e l i a b i l i t y  f u r th e r  becomes s u sp e c t as we r e a l i z e  
t h a t  he i s  th e  u n w itt in g  c a t a l y s t  f o r  many o f th e  o c c u rre n c e s  he 
t r i e s  so  d e s p e ra te ly  to  p re v e n t .  For exam ple, h i s  w hole p u rp o se  
in  th e  r e c a l l e d  a c t io n  i s  to  p re v e n t h i s  d a u g h te r 's  s u ic id e .  Y e t, 
by th e  end o f th e  n o v e l ,  we r e a l i z e  he  h a s  p r e c i p i t a t e d  many o f th e  
e v e n ts  w hich le a d  to  h e r  e v e n tu a l  s e l f - d e s t r u c t i o n —h is  hand in  h e r  
m a rr ia g e  to  a hom osexual, h is  r e f u s a l  to  t e l l  h e r  o f h e r  h u sb a n d 's  
d e a th  u n t i l  e x a c t ly  th e  in a p p r o p r ia te  moment, and h i s  i n e f f e c t u a l  
a tte m p ts  to  p re v e n t h e r  s e d u c tio n  by th r e e  c r a s s  seam en.
N e v e r th e le s s ,  we can n o t co m p le te ly  r e j e c t  S k ip p e r 's  s to r y  as  
t o t a l l y  u n r e l i a b l e .  We w ant to  b e l ie v e  S k ip p e r b ecau se  we l i k e  
S k ip p e r . In  f a c t ,  by th e  end of th e  n o v e l, we d evelop  a r e s p e c t  f o r  
t h i s  man who has endured  so  much s u f f e r in g —he i s  a  s u r v iv o r .  More­
o v e r , he so  overcom es th e  d e s t r u c t io n  and decay  around him th a t  he
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e v e n tu a l ly  becomes a  g iv e r  o f  l i f e  on h i s  p a r a d is ia c a l  i s l a n d . T h ere , 
he  fu n c tio n s  as an a r t i f i c i a l  in se m in a to r  o f  cows and each  tim e he 
a r t i f i c i a l l y  g iv e s  l i f e ,  we app laud  h is  trium ph  o v e r d e a th .
Beyond t h i s  re sp o n se  to  S k ip p e r w hich makes us w ant to  b e l ie v e  
h i s  s t o r y ,  we f in d  him h o n e s t and s in c e r e .  He n e v e r means to  make 
a m is ta k e  in  h i s  t e l l i n g  o f h i s  s t o r y ,  j u s t  as  he n e v e r means to  
b u n g le  th e  e v e n ts  he t r i e s  to  th w a r t .  H is m o tiv es  f o r  t e l l i n g  th e  
s to r y  th u s  seem v ir tu o u s  and keep us from  tu rn in g  a d eaf e a r .  F u r th e r ,  
S k ip p e r u se s  scen e  f r e q u e n t ly  to  t e l l  h i s  s to r y  r a th e r  th an  r e ly in g  
t o t a l l y  on summary. T his g iv e s  h i s  acco u n t c r e d i b i l i t y .  Such 
a s p e c ts  o f S k ip p e r th e  s t o r y t e l l e r  p re v e n t  us from  d is m is s in g  h is  
s to r y .  We can n o t a b s o lu te ly  l a b e l  him as e i t h e r  u n r e l i a b l e  o r 
r e l i a b l e .
B ecause we can n o t ju d g e  him one way o r  th e  o th e r ,  h i s  a p p a re n t 
u n r e l i a b i l i t y  re n d e rs  two key e v e n ts  am biguous. At one p o in t  S k ip p e r 
r e c a l l s  an a p p a re n t hom osexual a s s a u l t  by a  fe llo w  o f f i c e r  t h a t  
o c cu rred  d u rin g  h i s  a c t i v e  s e r v ic e  y e a r s .  D uring a mock m utiny  le d  
by Tremlow, S k ip p er remembers how he (Trem low ), d re s se d  i n  a  g ra s s  
s k i r t ,  began f ig h t in g  w ith  S k ip p e r in  o rd e r  to  g e t a t  th e  sm a ll l i f e ­
b o a ts .  He d e s c r ib e s  th e  f i g h t  as su ch :
"Trem low ," I  t r i e d  to  say  when he socked  me. He 
knocked down my guard  w ith  a ta p  o f  h i s  b r ig h t  f i s t ,  
and v ag u e ly  I  th o u g h t t h a t  i t  w a s n 't  f a i r ,  t h a t  he 
was supposed  to  r e s p e c t  my a g e , r e s p e c t  my ra n k , t h a t  
he  was supposed  to  be  down in  th e  sh ack  com m unicating 
w ith  th e  r e s t  o f th e  f l e e t .  Knocked down my guard  
and socked  me in  th e  m outh , and I  sh o u ld  have ducked 
a t  l e a s t  b ecau se  th e  l i n e  o f  t h a t  blow was as  c le a r
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as  h a te  i n  th e  s te a d y  e y e s , though I  s t i l l  m issed  
th e  id e a ,  th e  p la n ,  w hich  was s u r e ly  r id in g  f a r  
fo rw ard  by th e n  i n  Tremlow*s e y e .
•  •  •  •
We w ent o v er th e  r a i l ,  o f f  t h a t  w ing o f  th e  
b r id g e  and down, down, w ith  h i s  f i s t  wedged among 
my b loody  te e th  and th e  g ra s s  s k i r t  f l y i n g ,  and 
to g e th e r ,  lo ck ed  to g e th e r  i n  h i s  h a te  we b u r s t  
th ro u g h  som eth ing— c a n v a s , I  th o u g h t, th e  t a r p ! — 
and lan d ed  to g e th e r  i n  a b la c k  em brace. F a in t  
odor o f  d r ie d - o u t  b i l g e .  F a in t  odor o f new hemp.
And o f c o rk  and le a d  and p a i n t .  And f e e l in g  
a n o th e r  k in d  o f p a in ,  su d d en ly  I  knew t h a t  we 
had f a l l e n  to g e th e r  i n t o  th e  bo ttom  of th e  w h ite  
l i f e b o a t — 33 p e rs o n s — and th a t  we w ere n o t a lo n e .
For a  moment, h e a r in g  l a u g h te r ,  l i s t e n i n g  to  
Tremlow sw ea r, f o r  a moment my eyes in  d a rk n e ss  
found th e  s ta r - s h a p e d  h o le  in  th e  t a r p a u l in  o v e rh ead , 
and f o r  t h a t  s in g le  moment I  w atched  th e  g e n t le  moon 
p u ls in g  to  a l l  th e  l i m i t s  o f th e  g r e a t  c an te d  s t a r  
c u t i n  th e  can v as . I  m ust have moaned (p . 1 4 6 ).
At t h i s  p o in t  S k ip p e r c o n tin u e s  to  d e s c r ib e  th e  f i g h t  as th e  o n lo o k e rs
g ra d u a l ly  r e a l i z e  th e  s i t u a t i o n  i s  no lo n g e r  fun n y . S k ip p e r d e s c r ib e s
h i s  d e s p e ra te  a tte m p ts  to  f i g h t  b ack :
. . .  I  f le x e d  ev ery  p o s s ib le  m uscle  and bucked ,
d id  my b e s t  to  b u ck , th ra s h e d  around good and
p le n ty  in  th e  d a rk n e ss  w ith  someone b re a th in g  
h i s  h o t b r e a th  i n to  my e a r  and th e  c lo th  r ip p in g  
away from  my f l e s h  as  i f  th e y  w ere ru n n in g  th e  
t i p  o f a h o t  w ire  down th e  le n g th  o f my th ig h .
And th e n :  "Dear G od," I  s a i d ,  b u t t h i s  too
was m ere ly  a q u ic k  s e n s a t io n  deep in  th e  h e a r t  
b ecau se  th e  g ra s s  s k i r t —w et rough  m a tt in g  o f 
c r u e l  g r a s s —was rammed a g a in s t  me and th e r e  was 
o n ly  d a rk n e ss  and a low s te a d y  f a t ig u e d  s c u f f l i n g  
sound in  th e  bo ttom  o f th e  w h ite  l i f e b o a t  a lo n g  
w ith  my l a s t  s p e n t c ry  o f  p a in  (p . 1 4 7 ).
A fte rw a rd , Tremlow rows away in  th e  l i f e b o a t .
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21A lthough Hawkes n e v e r  in te n d e d  t h i s  a c t io n  a s  am biguous,
22th e  t e x t  i t s e l f  le a v e s  th e  e x a c t i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  e q u iv o c a l .  The 
f i r s t  c lu e  as  to  th e  am b ig u ity  o f  th e  a c t io n  comes from  th e  t i t l e  
o f th e  c h a p te r ,  "The B ru ta l  A c t ,"  i n  w hich th e  a c t io n  o c c u rs . T h is 
c h a p te r ,  w hich  r e c a l l s  h i s  l a s t  few days o f a  fo u r -y e a r  s t i n t  on th e  
U .S .S . S t a r f i s h ,  g iv e s  no o th e r  r e f e r e n c e  to  a  b r u t a l  a c t  o f  any 
k in d  o th e r  th a n  h i s  e n c o u n te r  w ith  Tremlow. A f te r  Tremlow makes 
h i s  e sc a p e , we have th e  f i n a l  r e f e r e n c e  to  th e  in c id e n t  as S k ip p e r 
r e c a l l s :  "The f l o a t i n g  p a r a d is e ,  th e  b r u t a l  a c t ,  a  few mem ories on
a d i s t a n t  sh o re  . . . "  (p . 1 4 8 ). Could i t  be  t h a t  h e re  S k ip p e r 
r e f e r s  to  th e  h u m il ia t io n  he e x p e r ien c e d  due to  h is  i n a b i l i t y  to  
d e fen d  h im s e lf?  The p a ssa g e  i t s e l f  p ro v id e s  no c lu e s .  The t i t l e  
su g g e s ts  th e  one a l t e r n a t i v e ,  b u t th e  p a ssa g e  does n o t su p p o rt th e  
t i t l e .  We have seen  how S k ip p e r 's  p e c u l i a r  lo g ic  a f f e c te d  h is  
r e c o l l e c t i o n  o f a ta to o in g .  P erh ap s th e  same e x a g g e ra te d  p e rc e p ­
t io n  has d i s t o r t e d  h is  memory o f t h i s  i n c id e n t .  M oreover, he i s  
s e p a ra te d  by a c o n s id e ra b le  amount o f  tim e  from  th e  n a r r a te d  e v e n t ,  
and , a s  su c h , may have f o r g o t te n  im p o r ta n t d e t a i l s  o r  even e m b e llish e d  
p a r t s  o f  i t .  Thus th e  t e x t  su g g e s ts  an e q u iv o c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  b u t 
p ro v id e s  no c lu e s  f o r  d e c id in g .
91 John K ueh l, John  Hawkes and th e  C ra f t  o f C o n f l ic t  (New 
B runsw ick: R u tg ers  U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1 9 7 5 ), p . 159. In  t h i s  i n t e r ­
v iew  w ith  K uehl, Hawkes sa y s  "Tremlow does ra p e  S k ip p e r , and S k ip p e r 
i s  in d eed  saved  by th e  C a th o lic  c h a p la in ."
22 S ee , f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  G re in e r ,  Comic T e r r o r , p .  174, who s a y s ,  
"T here  a re  s u g g e s tio n s  t h a t  Tremlow a s s a u l t s  him h o m o sex u a lly , b u t 
we can n o t be s u r e . "
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A second am b ig u ity  a r i s e s  a f t e r  C a s sa n d ra 's  d e a th . In  t h i s  
s e c t io n  S k ip p e r shows us t h a t  a woman, M iranda, p re s e n ts  him  w ith  
th e  dead f e tu s  o f h i s  d a u g h te r 's  baby . (M iranda im p lie s  t h a t  S k ip p e r 's  
d a u g h te r  com m itted s u ic id e  b ecau se  she  was p re g n a n t .)
"W ell, M iran d a ,"  and I  was s to o p in g , s t i l l  h o ld in g  
th e  p o t ,  s m ilin g  up a t  h e r ,  " th e re  seems to  be some 
s o r t  o f  p re s e n t  on th e  t a b l e .  We d o n 't  have  so  many 
p r e s e n ts  around h e r e ,  do we?"
And th e n : "That o n e 's  g o t your name on i t ,  S k ip ."
" R e a lly ? ” I  s a id .  "W ell, come on , M iranda, t e l l  
me. What i s  i t ? "
And s lo w ly  and k eep in g  th e  b ig  fo rm le ss  b la c k  eyes 
on mine and su ck in g  th e  g ray  smoke back  i n to  h e r  
n o s t r i l s :  " F e tu s ,"  sh e  s a id ,  and th e  b ig  mouth s l i d
down a l i t t l e  a s  i f  i t  m igh t sm ile  . . . .
"What d id  you s a y ,  M iranda?"
" F e tu s . Tw o-m onths-old f e tu s  in  a f r u i t  j a r ,
S k ip ."  . . . .
" I  d o n 't  u n d e rs ta n d  y o u ,"  I  s a id  a t  l a s t ,  w atch ing  
h e r ,  s m e llin g  th e  smoke, n o t ic in g  th a t  u n d er th e  
b lo u se  she  was n ak ed . " I  r e a l l y  d o n 't  know what 
you mean, M iranda. What k in d  o f f e tu s ? "
" J u s t  a f e t u s ,  S k ip . Two months o ld .  Human."
(p p . 201- 02) .
S k ip p e r , h e r e ,  a sk s  h im s e lf  i f  i t  cou ld  p o s s ib ly  be t r u e .  He 
r a t i o n a l i z e s  t h a t  M iranda i s  c ru e l  and t h i s  i s  j u s t  th e  k in d  o f 
jo k e  she  would en jo y  p la y in g .  He th en  a tte m p ts  to  c o n fro n t h e r  
f o r  th e  t r u t h :
"A ll r i g h t  M ira n d a ,"  I  s a id ,  s t i l l  h o ld in g  and 
w eig h in g  th e  j a r  and lo o k in g  a t  h e r  and s e e in g  th e  
mouth s l i d e  down d e e p e r , s e e in g  th e  b r e a s t s  h eav e ,
" a l l  r i g h t ,  M iranda. What i s  i t ? "
She w a ite d . The c i g a r e t t e  was a w h ite  b u t t  
p in ch ed  betw een h e r  two long  f i n g e r s .  Her le g s  
w ere c ro s s e d . . . . And i t ' s  h e r s , "  th row ing  th e  
b u t t  on th e  k i tc h e n  f l o o r  w here i t  la y  b u rn in g  o u t 
and sm oking , "Candy' s , I  t e l l  y o u . Why do you th in k  
she  jum ped, you o ld  f o o l? "
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"C a ssa n d ra ’s? "  I  s a id  th e n . "You mean i t  was 
C a s sa n d ra 's ?  But s u r e ly  t h a t  was no re a so n  f o r  
C assandra  to  k i l l  h e r s e l f ? "
And th r u s t in g  h e r  head  a t  me and s lo w ly  sh ak in g  
th e  b la c k  ta n g le d  h a i r  and w ith  b o th  hands c lu tc h in g  
h e r  enormous w h ite  t h r o a t :  "Reason o r  no re a s o n ,"
she  s a i d ,  " th e r e  i t  i s .  Good God!" And she was 
la u g h in g , w heez ing , e x h a lin g  dead smoke from  th e  
r i g i d  lo p s id e d  s q u a re  o f h e r  m outh, "Good God, I  
th o u g h t y o u ’d l i k e  to  have i t !  S o r t  o f  makes you 
a g ra n d fa th e r  f o r  th e  second tim e , d o e sn ’ t  i t ? "
(p . 2 0 3 ).
We can n ev e r be  s u re  i f  th e  f e tu s  was h i s  d a u g h te r 's  o r  i f  t h i s  was 
j u s t  one more jo k e  th e  c r u e l  M iranda p lay ed  on S k ip p e r . We know th a t  
C assandra  was p rom iscuous and s e l f - d e s t r u c t i v e ,  even though S k ip p e r 's  
r e p o r te d  p e rc e p t io n  o f h e r  le a d s  us to  b e l ie v e  o th e rw is e . We s u s p e c t ,  
to o ,  t h a t  she  s l e p t  w ith  more th a n  one man d u rin g  h e r  so jo u rn  on th e  
i s l a n d .  But we a ls o  know th a t  M iranda i s  c r u e l  and en jo y s  an tag o ­
n iz in g  S k ip p e r . P erhaps th e  f e tu s  i s  no f e tu s  a t  a l l  and M iranda 
has p lay ed  th e  f i n a l  han d . Nor can we know i f  h i s  d a u g h te r ’s unwanted 
pregnancy  caused  h e r  to  jump from a tow er to  h e r  d e a th ,  becau se  we 
on ly  have S k ip p e r 's  v iew  o f  M iranda r e p o r t in g  i t .  S in ce  th e  in c id e n t  
o ccu rs  in  sce n e  r a th e r  th a n  summary, we have no re a so n  to  d is b e l ie v e  
th e  e v e n ts  shown. But a g a in  we m ust fa c e  up to  S k ip p e r 's  p o t e n t i a l  
u n r e l i a b i l i t y  t h a t  looms o v e r ev ery  a s p e c t  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e .  F u r th e r ,  
th e  d is ta n c e  in  tim e  s e p a r a t in g  him from  t h i s  ev en t i s  c o n s id e ra b le ,  
w hich may a ls o  p o in t  to  u n r e l i a b i l i t y .
The Blood Oranges
Hawkes c o n tin u e s  h i s  u se  o f  th e  f i r s t - p e r s o n  n a r r a to r  in  The 
Blood O ran g es , and once a g a in  we fa c e  a  p o t e n t i a l l y  u n r e l i a b le
a c c o u n t, t h a t  o f th e  n o v e l ’s p r o t a g o n i s t - s t o r y t e l l e r ,  C y r i l .  In  
t h i s  complex n a r r a t i v e ,  we f in d  C y r i l  and F io n a , h i s  w if e ,  on th e
O O
b e a u t i f u l  i s l a n d  o f I l l y r i a  w here " th e r e  a r e  no s e a s o n s ."  As th e  
r e s u l t  o f a bus acc id e n t; C y r i l  and F iona m eet and become f r ie n d s  
and n e ig h b o rs  w ith  Hugh and C a th e rin e  and t h e i r  th r e e  d a u g h te rs .
The n o v e l fo c u se s  on t h e i r  s to r y  as C y r i l  and F io n a , two "sex  s in g e r s  
t r y  to  engage th e  o th e r  co u p le  in  e x t r a m a r i ta l  a f f a i r s .  W hile C y r i l  
has no t r o u b le  b r in g in g  C a th e r in e  in to  h i s  " ta p e s t r y "  o f lo v e  
(p . 1 ) ,  Hugh a t  f i r s t  w i l l  n o t a llo w  h im s e lf  to  become p h y s ic a l ly  
in v o lv e d  w ith  F io n a , a lth o u g h  he d e s p e ra te ly  w ants to .  The s to r y  
b e g in s  a t  th e  end as we le a r n  t h a t  Hugh a p p a re n tly  com m itted s u ic id e  
a f t e r  h av in g  become in t im a te  w ith  F io n a . We l e a r n ,  to o ,  o f C a th e rin e  
m en ta l c o l la p s e  and F io n a ’s f l i g h t  w ith  Hugh and C a th e r in e ’s young 
g i r l s .  C y r i l 's  p o t e n t i a l  u n r e l i a b i l i t y  re n d e rs  t h i s  complex p l o t  
ambiguous in  p la c e s .  Though C y r i l  ap p ea rs  above s u s p ic io n  a t  f i r s t ,  
as we d e lv e  d eep e r and d eep e r i n t o  h i s  a c c o u n t, we s e e  s ig n s  t h a t  
he has l o s t  h is  a b i l i t y  to  s e e  c l e a r ly  th e  e v e n ts  he r e c a l l s  and 
r e p o r t s .
The p u b l ic  g re e te d  t h i s  book w ith  mixed c r i t i c a l  r e a c t io n .
E a r l  Ganz, who re g a rd s  Hawkes as  "p erh ap s th e  b e s t  l i v in g  American 
24w r i t e r , "  c a l le d  The Blood Oranges "a weak n o v e l"  (p . 4 2 ):
23 John  Hawkes, The Blood O ranges (New Y ork: New D ir e c t io n s ,
1 9 7 1 ), p . 271.
o /
E a r l  G anz, "The Blood O ran g es ,"  M ed ite rran e a n  Review 2 
(W in ter 1972): 42.
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He seems to  have t r i e d  to  a l l e v i a t e  h i s  s o - c a l le d  d i f ­
f i c u l t i e s ,  seems to  have l i s t e n e d  to  th o s e  c r i t i c s  
who have asked  f o r  more d i r e c t i o n s .  What he has 
a c tu a l ly  done i s  ta k e n  th e  l i f e  o u t o f h i s  a r t ,  . . .
So i f  you w ant to  lo v e  John Hawkes th in k  o f h i s  o th e r  
w ork Cp. 4 2 ) .
H ere Ganz o b je c t s  to  Hawkes*s la c k  o f p o e try ,  and he c a l l s  th e
n a r r a t i v e  v o ic e  in  The Blood Oranges "p u re  m e ta p h y s ic a l r h e t o r i c "
(p . 4 2 ) . The p o e t r y ,  Ganz s a y s ,  i s  w hat has a llow ed  Hawkes in  th e
p a s t  to  r e v e a l  h i s  w orld  and c h a r a c te r s  and, w ith o u t th e  p o e t r y ,  th e
n o v e l s u f f e r s .  However, The Times L i te r a r y  Supplem ent c a l l s  i t  a
25" f a b r ic  o f  u n fo ld in g  i r o n i e s ,  an im p re s s iv e ly  a r t f u l  book "
In  The Blood O ranges C y r i l  p ro v id e s  an exam ple o f  a  c h a r a c te r -  
n a r r a to r  who has developed  a p e c u l i a r  lo g ic  t h a t  we canno t fathom . 
C y r i l  s e e s  h im s e lf  as  a "sex  s in g e r "  and e v e ry th in g  he say s  and does 
grows o u t o f t h a t  v iew  of h im s e lf .  We f in d  i t  d i f f i c u l t  to  u n d e r­
s ta n d  why he c o n s id e rs  a d u l te r y  n o t a  s in  b u t ,  i n s t e a d ,  th e  u l t im a te  
s a c r i f i c e  f o r  h u m an ity , b ecau se  we do n o t u n d e rs ta n d  th e  p e c u l i a r  
lo g ic  w hich governs h i s  way o f th in k in g . C y r i l  d e s c r ib e s  h i s  i s la n d  
as  a warm, p r o te c te d  p a r a d is e .  H is n a r r a t i v e  s u g g e s ts  he would l i k e  
to  p e rsu ad e  us and C a th e r in e  (h is  i n - t e x t  au d ien c e ) t h a t  he  h as  found 
a  s im i la r  p a ra d is e  o f  p eace  and s e r e n i t y .  He sounds co n v in c in g  enough 
a t  f i r s t  b u t as we app roach  th e  end o f h i s  s to r y  we r e a l i z e  h i s  
p a r a d is e  e x i s t s  p r im a r i ly  in  h i s  im a g in a tio n . He h as  d i s to r t e d  th e
25 " I r o n iz in g  in  I l l y r i a , "  rev iew  o f The Blood O ranges, by 
John Hawkes, in  The Times L i te r a r y  Supp lem ent, O ctober 15 , 1971, 
p . 1247.
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e f f e c t s  t h a t  r e s u l t e d  from  th e  e v en ts  t h a t  have o c cu rred  d u r in g  th e  
n o v e l (H ugh 's d e a th ,  C a th e r in e 's  m en ta l c o l la p s e ,  and F io n a 's  
d e p a r tu r e ) .  At th e  same tim e , though , we r e a l i z e  t h a t  C y r i l  has 
a t  l e a s t  su cceeded  in  p e rsu a d in g  h im s e lf  t h a t  w hat he say s  i s  t r u e .  
He b e l ie v e s  h i s  d e c la m a tio n s  abou t s e x - s in g in g  and fu r th e rm o re , he 
e x p e c ts  us to  b e l ie v e  them as  w e l l .
Some c r i t i c s  have com plained th a t  our s u s p ic io n s  o f C y r i l
o r
d e r iv e  in  p a r t  from our la c k  o f knowledge abou t him . For t h a t  
m a t te r ,  th e  t e x t  r e v e a ls  l i t t l e  in fo rm a tio n  abou t any o f  th e  
c h a r a c t e r s '  p a s t  l i v e s .  We do n o t know w here th e y  come from , why 
th ey  a r e  in  I l l y r i a ,  o r how th ey  su p p o rt th e m se lv e s . When asked  
abou t t h i s  o m iss io n , Hawkes commented:
I  w anted to  c r e a te  c h a r a c te r s  in  t o t a l  p u r i t y  and to  
deny m y se lf th e  n o v e l i s t i c  e a s in e s s  o f p a s t  l i v e s  to  
draw on . I t ' s  e a s i e r  to  s u s ta in  f i c t i o n  w ith  f la s h b a c k s ,  
w ith  a k in d  o f e x p la n a to ry  r e c o n s t r u c t io n  o f  p a s t  l i v e s .
A ll  t h i s  adds more p o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  dram a, e t c .  I  
w anted none o f i t .  I  was t r y in g  to  make The Blood 
O ranges p u re  f o r  th e  sak e  o f comedy, and I  w anted to  
s t r u g g le  w ith  th e  c h a r a c te r s  w ith o u t l e t t i n g  th e  p a s t  
i n t r u d e . 27
T his app roach  a f f e c t s  C y r i l 's  r e l i a b i l i t y .  Having no p a s t  h im s e lf ,  
he  does n o t b o th e r  to  in c lu d e  p a s t  in fo rm a tio n  ab o u t th e  p e o p le  he 
d e s c r ib e s .  N e v e r th e le s s ,  even though we know n o th in g  o f C y r i l 's  
p a s t  l i f e ,  he rem ains one o f H aw kes's m ost complex n a r r a t o r s .
2^See G re in e r ,  Comic T e r r o r , pp . 226-28 .
27Kuehl, p. 167.
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G re in e r  p o in ts  o u t t h a t  C y r i l  i s  "so  accom plished  i n  s e x u a l  lo v e  and 
so  s u re  o f  h i s  b i z a r r e  th e o r ie s  th a t  we a r e  h a rd  p re s s e d  to  e v a lu a te  
him when we f i n a l l y  s u s p e c t  t h a t  he may n o t know w hat h e  i s  t a lk in g
a b o u t. H is to n e  may be i n f u r i a t i n g ,  b u t h i s  i s  th e  o n ly  acco u n t we
28h a v e ."  G re in e r  c o n t in u e s :
At one p o in t  he  c a l l s  h im s e lf  o m n is c ie n t, b u t th e  
iro n y  o f t h i s  c la im  n e v e r  o ccu rs  to  him . U n like  h i s  
c o n fid e n ce  i n  m a t te r s  o f lo v e , h i s  n a r r a t io n  i s  f u l l  
o f  q u e s t io n s ,  f i t s  and s t a r t s ,  m usings. F ar from 
o m n is c ie n t ,  he  m ust choose among p o s s ib le  m o tiv es  
f o r  s p e c i f i c  a c t i o n s .  H is h e s i ta n c y  and q u e s t io n in g  
in  tu r n  forcfe us to  c h a lle n g e  h i s  r e l i a b i l i t y .  T e l l in g  
th e  s to r y  b u t n ev e r knowing an sw ers , he  h as  as much 
t r o u b le  w ith  i t  as  we do . He even w onders ab o u t th e  
v a lu e  o f  h i s  t a l e — i s  i t  d e v e lo p in g  o r  i s  i t  now l i f e ­
l e s s  b e ca u se  lo v e  no lo n g e r  fa v o rs  him : "Am I  em bracing
a i r ?  Could t h a t  be a l l ? "  (p . 2 2 8 ).
G re in e r  goes on to  d is c u s s  a scen e  in  w hich we s e e  C y r i l 's  r e a c t io n s
to  s p e c i f i c  a c t i o n s .  In  th e  f i r s t  p a r t  o f th e  s c e n e , C y r i l ,  F io n a ,
C a th e r in e , and Hugh a re  ly in g  o u t on th e  b each . At one p o in t  C y r i l
d e c id e s  to  remove F io n a 's  b a th in g  s u i t  to p .  N o tic e  C y r i l 's  r e a c t io n
to  h i s  a c t i o n :
But had sh e  w anted me to  expose h e r  b r e a s t s ,  I  w ondered, 
f o r  H ugh 's sak e  o r m ine? Or was th e  expo su re  p u re ly  
my own id e a  and som eth ing  th a t  e n te re d  h e r  c o n sc io u sn ess  
and gave h e r  p le a s u r e  o n ly  a f t e r  I  had touched  h e r ,  u n tie d  
th e  s t r i n g s ?  I  co u ld  n o t  know. But I  knew im m ed ia te ly  
th a t  i t  was a good id e a  (p . 39 , The Blood O ranges).
H ere , G re in e r  p o in ts  o u t t h a t  C y r i l 's  own u n c e r ta in ty  cau ses  us to
doub t him even f u r t h e r :
^Greiner, Comic Terror, pp. 227-28.
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Should we b e l ie v e  him? H is u n c e r ta in ty  i s  e v id e n t a t  
th e  s c e n e ’s c o n c lu s io n  when he w a its  f o r  Hugh to  r e c ip ­
ro c a te  by unhooking C a th e r in e ’s to p :
Was he th e n  th o u g h tle s s ?  S e l f i s h ?  W ithout 
even th e  c ru d e s t  id e a  o f s im p le  r e c ip r o c i ty ?
. . . What was h o ld in g  him back? Could he 
n o t s e e  t h a t  C a th e r in e  h e r s e l f  was p u z z le d , 
u n co m fo rtab le?  Could he d e l ib e r a t e ly  mean 
to  em barrass  h i s  w ife  and to  tam per w ith  th e  
o b v io u s ly  in te n d e d  symmetry o f o u r l i t t l e  
scen e  on th e  beach? (pp . 42-43).
Not on ly  i s  he b l in d  to  H ugh's m odesty and unaw are o f 
Hugh’s m o tiv e s , he a ls o  assum es th a t  C a th e r in e ’s b r e a s t s  
must be exposed b ecau se  th e  s i t u a t i o n  "o b v io u s ly "  demands 
sym m etry.
C y r i l 's  i n a b i l i t y  to  d e te rm in e  th e  v a lu e  o f h is  
n a r r a t i o n  o r  th e  m o tiv es  f o r  v a r io u s  a c t io n s  c o n tin u e s  
th ro u g h o u t th e  n o v e l .  Time a f t e r  tim e we a re  a t  a lo s s  
to  e x p la in  why a p a r t i c u l a r  scen e  ta k e s  shape  th e  way 
i t  does b ecau se  he i s  u n c e r ta in  too  (pp . 228-29 , G re in e r ) .
Thus C y r i l 's  p e c u l i a r  lo g i c ,  so a l i e n  to  ou r own, c au ses  us to  a sk
w h eth er o r n o t we can co m p le te ly  t r u s t  e v e ry th in g  he t e l l s  u s .
H is u n r e l i a b i l i t y  i s  f u r th e r  c o r ro b o ra te d  by th e  f a c t  t h a t  he 
m ixes p a s t  and p re s e n t  in  r e p o r t in g  h i s  s to r y .  C y r i l 's  a p p a re n t 
u n r e l i a b i l i t y  looms b e fo re  us most c l e a r ly  as we fo llo w  h is  t r a n s i t i o n  
from b e in g  a b le  to  seco n d -g u ess  h i s  w ife  and f r ie n d s  a c c u ra te ly  to  a 
grow ing i n a b i l i t y  to  m o n ito r t h e i r  th o u g h ts . We se e  C y r i l 's  i n s ig h t  
i n to  g u e ss in g  h i s  f r ie n d s  th o u g h ts  and r e a c t io n s  d i s s i p a t e  a f t e r  
H ugh 's d e a th . Throughout h i s  acco u n t o f  th e  e v e n ts  p r i o r  to  H ugh's 
d e a th ,  C y r i l 's  a b i l i t y  to  seco n d -g u ess  i s  c o r ro b o ra te d  ov er and over 
by o th e r  c h a r a c te r s .  For in s ta n c e ,  C y r i l  w i l l  make comments l i k e  
"Y o u 're  th in k in g  o f  your c h i ld r e n ,"  and be answ ered w ith  "Yes. My 
c h i ld r e n "  (p* 112 ). As he makes o b s e rv a tio n s  o f  c h a r a c te r s ,  he 
a l s o  g e n e r a l ly  ap p ea rs  to  be c o r r e c t .  As he d e s c r ib e s  F io n a 's
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m oodiness as  s h o r t - l i v e d ,  in  th e  n e x t p a ra g rap h  we s e e  F io n a 's  so u r
mood d is a p p e a r  (p . 1 1 4 ). C y r i l 's  a p p a re n t "o m n isc ien ce"  adds to
th e  am b ig u ity  o f  c e r t a i n  e v e n ts .  In  one s c e n e , w here th e  two co u p les
a r e  p ic n ic in g  on a n ea rb y  m ounta in , a  sh ep h e rd e ss  u n a b le  to  speak
E n g lish  ap p ea rs  and speak s to  them in  h e r  n a t iv e  to n g u e . C y r i l
e n te r s  h e r  mind lo n g  enough to  r e p o r t  h e r  th o u g h ts  b eh in d  th e  words
he does n o t u n d e rs ta n d :
She spoke in  a c o n s ta n t  u n in te r ru p te d  ru sh  o f  sound and 
g e s tu r e ,  assum ing o u r com prehension o f th e  b a r b a r ic  
s y l l a b l e s  and g i r l i s h  pantom im e. Up w ent th e  s o f t  
arm shaded  w ith  f a i n t  h a i r .  She sh rugged  in  th e  
d i r e c t i o n  o f th e  v a l l e y .  She s ig h e d , sh e  ex tended  
b o th  empty h a n d s. She s m ile d , h e ld  up s i x  f i n g e r s .
She s m ile d , shook h e r  h ead , touched  b o th  b r e a s t s ,  
c lap p ed  a sm a ll hand to  h e r  u n p ro te c te d  l o i n s .  But 
a l l  t h i s  was u n im p o r ta n t, she seemed to  s a y , b ecau se  
she  was on ly  a g o a t - g i r l .  Whereas we, she  knew, w ere 
men o f m y s te ry , women o f b e a u ty . And she  re c o g n ize d  
u s ,  sh e  seemed to  s a y , though sh e  had n ev e r ex p ec ted  
th e  g o a ts  to  le a d  h e r  to  th e  good lu c k  o f  t h i s  e n c o u n te r , 
w hich she d id  n o t in te n d  to  spend on mere s e l f - p r e o c c u ­
p a t io n .  H ard ly  (p . 1 4 4 ).
N o tic e  th e  words "sh e  seemed to  say "  and "she  knew" w hich c lu e  us in
to  th e  f a c t  t h a t  he i s  on ly  in f e r r in g  h e r  th o u g h ts . N e v e r th e le s s ,
th e  image we r e c e iv e  i s  one o f  h is  knowing r e a d i ly  w hat th e  g i r l  i s
t h in k in g .
At tim es C y r i l  ad m its  an i n a b i l i t y  to  d e c ip h e r  c o r r e c t ly  s ig n s  
and th o u g h ts ,  w hich adds to  o u r p e rc e p t io n  o f  him as  h o n e s t and 
t r u s tw o r th y :
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I  cou ld  n o t make o u t any o f  C a th e r in e 's  n e g a tiv e  
p h ra s e s ,  and d ec id ed  th a t  she  was h id in g  h e r  f a c e ,  
sp eak in g  in to  th e  p i l lo w . But no m a t te r ,  I  to ld  my­
s e l f ,  s in c e  C a th e r in e 's  d e c la m a tio n s  came r e a d i ly  to  
mind ( th o s e  words and p h ra se s  o f  c o n v e n tio n a l d e n i a l ) , 
and s in c e  what most concerned  me now, as a m a tte r  o f  
f a c t ,  was th e  p r e c i s e  c o n te n t o f  w hat Hugh was s a y in g , 
th e  e x a c t n a tu re  o f th o se  p a r t i c u l a r  words w hich had 
b o rn e  th e  f r e i g h t  o f  h i s  s e x u a l needs f o r  a l l  th e  
y e a r s  o f h i s  m a rr ia g e  (pp. 1 5 2 -5 3 ).
F re q u e n tly  th e  t e x t  dupes us in to  b e l ie v in g  th e  th o u g h ts  C y r i l  
a t t r i b u t e s  to  a  c e r t a i n  c h a r a c te r  a re  a c tu a l ly  th e  th o u g h ts  o f  th a t  
c h a r a c te r .  A gain t h i s  c la s h  betw een w hat we suppose  to  be t r u e  as 
r e p o r te d  by C y r i l  and w hat can n o t be c o rro b o ra te d  te a s e s  u s .  But 
as  we exam ine h i s  n a r r a t i v e  more c lo s e ly  we s e e  s ig n s  o f h i s  u n re ­
l i a b i l i t y ,  stemming from h i s  i n a b i l i t y  to  se e  e v e n ts  c l e a r ly  a f t e r  
th e  u p h eav a l caused  by H ugh 's d e a th . Yet we can l ik e w is e  a rg u e  
C y r i l  i s  r e l i a b l e  based  on th e  in c id e n ts  t h a t  o ccu r e a r ly  in  th e  
a c t i o n .  For in s ta n c e ,  he r e l i e s  h e a v i ly  on scen e  r a th e r  th an  
summary o r  d e s c r ip t io n  in  r e l a t i n g  e v e n ts .  And b ecau se  C y r i l 's  
s to r y  i s  n o t s e p a ra te d  by a g r e a t  d e a l  o f  d is ta n c e  from th e  tim e 
th e  e v e n ts  a c tu a l ly  o c c u r re d , h i s  r e l i a b i l i t y  i s  s tr e n g th e n e d . These 
s e r i e s  o f  s in g ly  d i r e c te d  c lu e s  c r e a te  an in co m p le te  r e v e r s a l  so 
t h a t  we can u l t im a te ly  make a c a se  f o r  d i s ju n c t iv e  a m b ig u ity . Fur­
t h e r ,  n e a r ly  a l l  o f  th e s e  c lu e s  ap p ea r in  th e  s e c t io n s  c lo s e r  to  
th e  p r e s e n t  in  tim e . At one p o in t  C y r i l  re a d s  th e  th o u g h ts  o f 
C a th e r in e  a f t e r  h e r  m en ta l c o l la p s e :
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T o g e th e r, s id e  by s id e ,  s lo w ly  we r e t r a c e d  o u r s te p s  
d o w n h ill a t  th e  r e a r  o f  th e  crowd as i f  I  had n e v e r  been  
th e  h e a d le s s  god n o r  sh e  my m is t r e s s ,  b u t as  i f  sh e  and 
I  w ere sim ply  th e  two h a lv e s  o f  th e  a n c ie n t  f r u i t  
to g e th e r  b u t u n jo in e d . The d u s t was r i s i n g ,  C a th e rin e  
was p u sh in g  up th e  s le e v e s  o f h e r  s w e a te r ,  h e r  v e ry  p ro ­
f i l e  made me th in k  t h a t  she  was re sp o n d in g  a t  l a s t  to  
me as w e l l  as to  th e  w h ite  h u l l .  Why n o t assume th a t  
she was b e g in n in g  to  v a lu e  my m en ta l lan d scap e?  Why 
n o t assume th a t  a now in v u ln e ra b le  C a th e rin e  and r e f l e c ­
t i v e  C y r i l  w ere s t a r t i n g  over?  Why n o t?  (p . 126),
He i s  conv inced  th a t  th ey  w i l l  b e g in  anew; y e t  a t  t h i s  p o in t  C a th e rin e
i s  b a re ly  a b le  to  sp eak . And th e  su b seq u en t e v e n ts  o f th e  s to r y
in d ic a te  th ey  may o r  may n o t b e g in  anew as lo v e r s .  She le a v e s  th e
h o s p i t a l  and l i v e s  w ith  him . They even b e g in  to  s le e p  to g e th e r  in
a p u re ly  p la to n ic  f a s h io n . The c lu e s  a re  so  w e ll  b a lan c e d  th a t  we
can n o t be s u re  w hether C y r i l 's  acco u n t i s  u n r e l i a b l e .
Because we can n e v e r  be s u re  o f  h is  r e l i a b i l i t y ,  s e v e r a l  key 
ev en ts  become am biguous. For in s ta n c e ,  we can i n t e r p r e t  H ugh's 
han g in g  d e a th  as  s u ic id e  o r  a c c id e n t .  In  th e  scen e  C y r i l  r e c a l l s  
w here F iona and he d is c o v e r  H ugh's body, we see  th e  two p o s s i b i l i t i e s  
s u g g e s te d :
Was t h i s  th e  same Hugh who had danced one n ig h t  f o r  h is  
c h i ld r e n  and ta k en  h i s  p ic tu r e s  and sm iled  a t  F iona  
and c a r r ie d  C a th e rin e  in to  I l l y r i a  and thanked  me 
so lem ly  f o r  th e  song o f th e  n ig h t in g a le ?  Could even 
Hugh have made t h i s  m is c a lc u la t io n  and c lo se d  a l l  our 
d o o rs?  . . . F iona was g r ie v in g ,  rem em bering, . . .
" I t ' s  no good, baby . H e 's  d e a d ."
"At l e a s t  i t  was an a c c id e n t .  At l e a s t  he w a s n 't  
t r y in g  to  k i l l  h im s e lf  . . . "
"For G od's s a k e , I  u n d e rs ta n d ."
" I t  was bound to  happen . I f  n o t now th e n  l a t e r . "
" L is te n ,  b ab y , I 'm  go ing  to  C a th e r in e . You can do 
th e  r e s t "  (p p . 2 6 7 -6 8 ).
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The p a ssa g e  d is c lo s e s  o n ly  t h a t  Hugh d ie d  by h a n g in g . Our norm al 
e x p e c ta t io n s  le a d  us to  b e l ie v e  t h a t  any hang ing  m ust be  i n t e n t i o n a l .  
But C y r i l 's  comment to  F iona  t h a t ,  "At l e a s t  i t  was an a c c id e n t ."  
s u g g e s ts  th e  a l t e r n a t i v e  th a t  Hugh n ev e r in te n d e d  to  d ie .  C y r il  
r e p o r ts  in  summary th e  e v e n ts  t h a t  t r a n s p i r e d  im m ed ia te ly  a f t e r  
H ugh's d e a th ,  c o n tin u in g  to  i n s i s t  t h a t  H ugh's d e a th  was a c c id e n ta l :
L a s t n ig h t  we s a t  b e n ea th  th e  g ra p e s , C a th e rin e  and 
I ,  . . . Arm over th e  b ack  o f my c h a i r ,  g la s s  in  hand ,
I  i n s i s t e d  on th e  a c c id e n ta l  n a tu re  o f H ugh's d e a th , 
e x p la in e d  to  C a th e r in e  th a t  H ugh's d e a th  was an a c c i ­
d e n t in s p i r e d ,  so to  sp e a k , by h i s  cam eras , h i s  p e a sa n t 
n u d e s , h i s  in g e s t in g  o f th e  sex -so n g  i t s e l f .  I t  was 
n o t our sh a re d  lo v e  th a t  had t r ig g e r e d  H ugh 's c a ta s t r o p h e .
I t  was sim p ly  th a t  h i s  p r iv a te  i n t e r e s t s ,  p r i v a t e  moods, 
had ru n  c o u n te r  to  th e  a c t u a l i t i e s  o f ou r fou rsom e, so  
t h a t  h i s  a l i e n  myth o f p r iv a c y  had e s ta b l i s h e d  a p sy c h ic  
a tm osphere  conducive  to  an a c c id e n t  o f t h a t  k in d . H ugh's 
d e a th  h inged  on ly  on h im s e lf .  And y e t  f o r  t h a t  d e a th  
even he was n o t to  b lam e.
"Hugh was n o t a  s u i c i d e , "  I  murmured, " b e l ie v e  m e."
L a s t n ig h t  I  covered  th a t  ground w ith  a l l  th e  sim ­
p l i c i t y  and d e l ic a c y  I  cou ld  m u ste r and s h i f t e d  back  to  
F io n a 's  m o tives in  go ing  o f f  w ith  th e  g i r l s  (p . 2 1 1 ).
Are th e s e  more b i z a r r e  th e o r ie s  o f  C y r i l 's  o r  i s  he  t e l l i n g  th e
t r u th ?  G re in e r a s s e r t s  t h a t  C y r i l  l i e d  to  C a t h e r i n e ^  and th u s
condemns him to  th e  rea lm  o f u n r e l i a b i l i t y .  And w h ile  m ost c r i t i c s
i n t e r p r e t  Hugh’ s d e a th  as a s u i c i d e ,  i r o n i c a l l y ,  Hawkes h im se lf
in te n d e d  H ugh 's hang ing  to  be co m p le te ly  a c c id e n ta l— a k in d  o f mock
r i t u a l i s t i c  s e x u a l p u rg a tio n  to  a to n e  f o r  h i s  i n f i d e l i t y .  In  an
^ G r e i n e r ,  Comic T e r r o r , p .  238.
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in te rv ie w  he  m entioned  th a t  he  re c o g n ize d  th e  d i f f i c u l t y  in  th a t
p a ssa g e  and s a id  he m igh t have r e w r i t t e n  i t  as  a s tu d e n t  a t  th e
U n iv e r s i ty  o f  Iowa su g g e s te d :
The p o in t  abou t Hugh i s  t h a t  s e x u a l i ty  d id n ’ t  m a tte r  
e s s e n t i a l l y  f o r  him . A lthough F iona lo v e s  him and he 
f i n a l l y  does c a p i t u l a t e  and a llo w  h im s e lf  to  be seduced  
by h e r  (a  k in d  o f g o d d e ss ) , h i s  f i r s t  lo v e  i s  f o r  h is  
p e a s a n t nudes . . . th e  p h o to g ra p h ic  im ages o f th o s e  
n u d e s . . . .  At any r a t e , a l l  th e  w h ile  Hugh i s  
in v o lv e d  w ith  F io n a , he n o n e th e le s s  d a i ly  perfo rm s 
coupe c o u r te . He goes th ro u g h  a p seu d o -h an g in g  in  
o rd e r  to  g iv e  h im s e lf  th e  u l t im a te  s e x u a l r e l e a s e — 
w hich i s  d e sc r ib e d  i n  de S ade’s J u s t i n e —w h ile  he i s  
lo o k in g  a t  a p h o to g rap h  th a t  he  h im s e lf  has ta k e n .
I t  seems to  me th a t  Hugh i s  th e  im p e rfe c t  o r  f a i l e d  
a r t i s t ,  tty p o in t  was t h a t  he  was n e v e r a b le  to  e scap e  
from h i s  s o l ip s is m  d e s p i t e  h i s  e x t r a o rd in a ry  lo v e  f o r  
F io n a , b u t one day made a m is ta k e  w h ile  p r a c t i c i n g  
coupe c o u r t e . P a r t  o f  th e  r e a s o n , p a r t  o f  th e  p le a s u r e  
o f p seu d o -h an g in g  i s  th e  r i s k  o f  d e a th . But Hugh d i d n 't  
mean to  hang h im s e lf .  He was sim p ly  t r y in g  to  have a 
su p erb  p r iv a te  e j a c u l a t i o n .  Now th e  re a so n  th a t  you 
c a n ' t  t e l l  from  th e  n o v e l i s  t h a t  we have on ly  C y r i l 's  
word f o r  i t ;  b u t as  my s tu d e n t  p o in te d  o u t ,  I  cou ld  
have g iv en  Hugh som eth ing  l i k e  a  l i t t l e  bench  to  s ta n d  
on f o r  h i s  r i t u a l .  I f  t h a t  o b je c t  had n o t been  f a r  from  
h i s  f e e t ,  we would th e n  know t h a t  he  d ied  by a c c id e n t ,  
b ecau se  someone who in te n d s  to  commit s u ic id e  by hang ing  
w i l l  k ic k  th e  o b je c t— th e  bench— f a r  o u t o f  re a ch  so as 
to  be a b s o lu te ly  c e r t a i n  to  d i e .  One l i t t l e  d e t a i l  
would have changed th e  e n t i r e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of h i s  d e a th .
I n t e n t io n a l  f a l l a c y  a s id e ,  Hawkes i d e n t i f i e s  th e  r e a d e r 's  i n a b i l i t y
to  " c o r r e c t ly "  i n t e r p r e t  H ugh 's d e a th ,  a s  we have on ly  C y r i l 's  word
f o r  i t ,  a word we s u s p e c t  i s  u n r e l i a b l e .  Thus th e  t e x t  s u g g e s ts  th e
am b ig u ity  b u t o f f e r s  no c lu e s  to  r e s o lv e  i t  o r  even to  su p p o rt
e i t h e r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .
•̂ Symposium, pp. 181-82. See also Kuehl, p. 169.
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A nother u n re so lv e d  am b ig u ity  a r i s e s  as to  w h e th er o r  n o t F iona
w i l l  e v e r r e tu r n  to  I l l y r i a  and C y r i l .  S e v e ra l  tim es  C y r i l  i n s i s t s
t h a t  she  w i l l :
. . . F io n a 's  d e p a r tu re  was n o t ,  l i k e  H ugh's d e a th , a 
f i n a l i t y .  W ith o r  w ith o u t th e  c h i ld r e n ,  I  s a i d ,  F iona  
h e r s e l f  would one day be  coming back  to  u s .  At any 
moment, o r  a t  some tim e  in  th e  d i s t a n t  f u t u r e ,  F iona 
would sim p ly  come lo o k in g  f o r  us [he and C a th e rin e ]  
th ro u g h  th e  f u n e r a l  c y p re s s e s . I t  was n o t a c e r t a i n t y ,  
o f  c o u rs e , b u t t h a t  had been  th e  te n o r  o f  o u r f a r e w e l l .
N o th in g  was fixed , (p p . 2 1 1 -1 2 ).
H is f a i t h ,  w hich m igh t n o rm a lly  sway us to  b e l ie v e  him , i s  n o t now
s tro n g  enough b ecau se  o f h i s  own dou b ts  and b ecau se  o f ou r s u s p ic io n
as to  h i s  judgm ent. The n o v e l ends b e fo re  F io n a 's  r e tu r n ,  and we
canno t be s u re  t h a t  she  w i l l  e v e r r e tu r n  to  C y r i l  j u s t  as we canno t
be s u re  t h a t  R h e tt r e tu rn e d  to  S c a r l e t .
In  an in te rv ie w  w ith  Hawkes, John Kuehl p o in te d  o u t t h a t  th e
ab sen ce  o f a scen e  betw een F iona  and C y r i l  b e fo re  she  le a v e s  makes 
n e r  f i n a l  v iew  o f him am biguous. In  r e p ly  Hawkes s a y s :
We l a s t  see  F iona  and C y r i l  to g e th e r  o v e r H ugh's 
dead body, and to  me h e r  a t t i t u d e  tow ard  C y r i l  i s  
c l e a r  enough. F io n a  i s  l i k e l y  to  r e t u r n ,  b u t th e  
end ing  o f The Blood O ranges h in g e s  on th e  id e a  o f 
l i f e  s t a r t i n g  o v e r f o r  C a th e rin e  and C y r i l . 31
But a s  we re a d  th e  t e x t ,  i t  i s  f a r  from c l e a r  t h a t  F iona  w i l l  r e tu r n
to  C y r i l .  H ere , Hawkes e s t a b l i s h e s  th e  two p o s s i b i l i t i e s  (sh e  w i l l
o r  w i l l  n o t r e tu r n )  b u t o f f e r s  no c lu e s  to  r e s o lv e  th e  am b ig u ity . In
-^Kuehl, p. 168,
254
f a c t ,  th e  r e s u l t  i s  a  gap i n  th e  n o v e l ,  a s  th e  a c t i o n  ends b e fo re  we 
d i s c o v e r  th e  answ er.
T rav es ty
Hawkes most ambiguous n o v e l  to  d a t e ,  T r a v e s ty , i s  a g a in  
i n f lu e n c e d  by th e  p o t e n t i a l  u n r e l i a b i l i t y  o f  i t s  n a r r a t o r ,  Papa.
In  t h i s  n o v e l ,  a 120-odd-page  d ram a tic  monologue, we d is c o v e r  (o r 
t h in k  we d i s c o v e r )  t h a t  Papa has  somehow lu r e d  h i s  d a u g h te r ,  C h an ta l ,  
and f r i e n d ,  H e n r i ,  i n t o  a h ig h  speed  c a r  r i d e  t h a t  he  (Papa) in te n d s  
to  end i n  a  v i o l e n t  c r a s h  k i l l i n g  a l l  o f  them. D uring  h i s  ram blings  
we d i s c o v e r  t h a t  H en r i  was lo v e r  b o th  t o  P a p a ’s w i f e  and d a u g h te r ,  
C h an ta l .
G e n e ra l ly ,  c r i t i c s  acc la im ed  T ra v e s ty  as  Hawkes’s b e s t  n o v e l .
A lb e r t  J .  G uerard , f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  c a l l s  th e  Hawkes o f  T ra v e s ty  "one
ooo f  th e  p u r e s t  m a s te rs  o f  c l a s s i c a l  E n g l ish  . . . p r o s e . r e f e r r i n g
to  i t s  " e x q u i s i t e  rhythm s and fo rm al c o n t r o l "  ( p . 7 ) .  Tony Tanner
33c a l l s  T ra v e s ty  one of Hawkes’ s "most re m a rk a b le  f i c t i o n s . "
The book in g e n io u s ly  e x p l o i t s  th e  d ra m a tic  monologue so  t h a t  
th e  r e a d e r  c anno t f i n a l l y  d e c id e  as  to  th e  r e l i a b i l i t y  o f  th e  n a r r a t o r .  
Tanner p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t :
O O
Symposium, p .  4 . A l l  u n i d e n t i f i e d  page numbers i n  t h i s  s e c ­
t i o n  r e f e r  to  t h i s  e d i t i o n .
33J  Tony T anner,  rev iew  o f T r a v e s ty , by John Hawkes, i n  The New 
York Times Book Review, March 28, 1976, p .  24.
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. . . th e  book i s  f i n a l l y  d i s t u r b i n g ,  n o t  b ecau se  i t  
i s  a  k in d  o f  " d ia r y  o f  a madman" b u t  b ecau se  we canno t 
know how to  " re a d "  i t  i n  any one s t a b l e ,  r e a s s u r in g  
way- • - - [W]e canno t "fram e" i t ,  i t  c o n ta in s  no
"m arkers"  to  i n d i c a t e  how i t  i s  to  r e a d .  That t h i s  
k in d  o f  d i s tu r b a n c e  can y i e l d  m en ta l  and e s t h e t i c  
" p le a s u r e "  o f a v e ry  h ig h  o rd e r  t e s t i f i e s  pe rhaps  
to  th o s e  " f a i n t  s i n i s t e r  q u a l i t i e s  o f  th e  a r t i s t i c  
mind" t h a t  no w r i t e r  knows b e t t e r  how to  e x p l o i t  th an  
John Hawkes.34
Some c r i t i c s ,  how ever, r e g a rd  Papa as t o t a l l y  mad and , h e n ce ,
u n r e l i a b l e .  Thomas L e C la i r ,  f o r  example n o te s  t h a t :
The n a r r a t o r  heads  o f f  a l l  q u e s t i o n s ,  o b je c t io n s  and 
p o s s i b l e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  h i s  a c t .  . . . The 
s e r e n i t y  o f  h i s  sp ee c h ,  th e  c l a r i t y  o f  h i s  p e rc e p ­
t i o n s ,  and th e  c l e v e r  s o p h i s t r y  o f  h i s  argum ents 
g iv e  th e  n a r r a t o r  a rem ark ab le  s e d u c t i v e n e s s : ah 
y e s ,  th e  f r i s s o n  of s u i c i d e .  Of co u rse  h e ’ s a
madman.35
U l t im a te ly ,  our view o f  th e  e n t i r e  n o v e l  r e s t s  w i th  our view 
o f  Papa as  r e l i a b l e  o r  u n r e l i a b l e .  I f  Papa i s  u n r e l i a b l e ,  th e n  we 
must a sk  i f  H enri and C h an ta l  a r e  w i th  him; in d e e d ,  we must a sk  i f  
he i s  i n  a c a r  a t  a l l .  Papa h im s e l f  warns u s ,  "The m ora l o f  i t  a l l  
i s  t r u s t  me b u t  do n o t  b e l i e v e  me— e v e r . "  I f  we must t r u s t ,  b u t
n o t  b e l i e v e ,  how can we e v a lu a te  h i s  s t o r y ?  G re in e r  p o in t s  f u r t h e r  
to  h i s  u n r e l i a b i l i t y  as  he s a y s :
■^Tanner, p .  2k.
35Thomas L e C la i r ,  rev iew  o f T r a v e s ty , by John Hawkes, i n  New 
R e p u b l ic , May 8 , 1976, p .  26.
John Hawkes, T ra v e s ty  (New York: New D i r e c t i o n s ,  1976),
p.  102.
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For a l th o u g h  Papa i n i t i a l l y  b e l i e v e s  h im se lf  in  c o n t r o l  
o f  h i s  c a r ,  h i s  l i f e ,  and h i s  s t o r y ,  he may be in sa n e  
from our s o - c a l l e d  normal p o in t  o f  view . S u re ly  most o f  
us r e s i s t  th e  te m p ta t io n  to  a c t  ou t th e  f a n t a s i e s  o f  our 
submerged d e s i r e s ,  b u t  n o t  Papa . The f i r s t  c lu e  i s  h i s  
remark t h a t  H enri w i l l  a t te m p t  to  t a l k  him "back to  
s a n i t y "  and th u s  d is su a d e  him of h i s  p la n  to  wreck th e  
c a r  and k i l l  them. H en ri  f a i l s ,  of c o u rs e ,  p e rh ap s  
because  he i s  n o t  r e a l .  Numerous p a ssa g es  p lu s  the  
absence  of a d d i t i o n a l  sp e a k e rs  su p p o r t  th e  s u g g e s t io n  
t h a t  th e  o th e r  c h a r a c t e r s  and p e rh ap s  even th e  m urderous ly  
f a s t  d r iv e  do n o t  e x i s t  ex cep t  in  P a p a 's  obsessed  mind.
P e rh a p s ,  th e n ,  th e  e x p e r ie n c e s  Papa d e s c r ib e s  a re  on ly  a jo u rn e y
th ro u g h  h i s  own mind.
Yet we cannot d is m is s  a s  nonsense  h i s  n a r r a t i v e  because  o f  th e  
s t r u c t u r i n g  o f th e  n o v e l .  No l i n e s  a r e  w r i t t e n  as  d ia lo g u e  i n  quo­
t a t i o n  m arks. His two companions n ev er  speak ; fo r  in  "norm al" 
d ram a tic  m onologues, when th e  sp eak e r  responds  to  someone, we assume 
t h a t  p e rso n  i s  p r e s e n t  w hether we h e a r  t h a t  p e rso n  speak o r n o t .  We 
cannot be s u re  th ey  a re  n o t  w ith  him, though , because  Papa answers 
unspoken q u e s t io n s  and r e a c t s  to  supposed a c t i o n s :
No, no , H e n r i .  Hands o f f  th e  w heel.  P le a s e .  I t  i s  
to o  l a t e .  A f te r  a l l ,  a t  one hundred and f o r t y - n i n e  
k i lo m e te r s  p e r  hour on a co u n try  road  in  th e  d a r k e s t  
q u a r t e r  o f  th e  n i g h t ,  s u r e ly  i t  i s  obv ious  t h a t  your 
s l i g h t e s t  e f f o r t  to  wrench away th e  wheel w i l l  p i t c h  
us  i n t o  th e  t o n e l e s s  w orld  o f highway t ra g e d y  even 
more q u ic k ly  th a n  I  have p la n n ed .  And you w i l l  n o t  
b e l i e v e  i t ,  b u t  we a re  s t i l l  a c c e l e r a t i n g .
As f o r  you, C h a n ta l ,  you must bew are . You must obey 
your Papa. You must s i t  back  i n  your s e a t  and f a s t e n  
your b e l t  and s to p  c r y in g .  And C h a n ta l ,  no more b e a t in g
3 7sym posium , p .  143.
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th e  d r i v e r  abou t th e  s h o u ld e r s  o r  sh ak in g  h i s  arm.
Emulate H e n r i ,  my poor C h a n ta l ,  and c o n t r o l  y o u r­
s e l f  (p . 11).
•  •  •  •
Slow down, you say? But th e  co u rse  o f  ev en ts  
canno t be r e g u la te d  by some s o r t  o f  p e r v e r s e ly  w ired  
t r a f f i c  policem an (p . 15).
•  •  •  •
Do no t a sk  me to  slow  down. I t  i s  im p o ss ib le  (p . 16)*
•  •  •  •
But C h a n ta l ,  p e rh ap s  you would l i k e  to  remove your 
sh o es .  P erhaps  you would l i k e  to  im agine t h a t  you a r e  
m ere ly  one of s e v e r a l  hundred a i r p l a n e  p a s se n g e rs  p r e ­
p a r in g  th em se lv es  t o  s u rv iv e  i f  p o s s i b l e  a c r a s h  la n d in g  
(pp. 1 7 -1 8 ) .
Very w e l l .  No r a d i o .  M usic, no m usic , i t  i s  a l l  
th e  same to  me, though had th e  th o u g h t been a g re e a b le  
to  you, I  suppose I  m ight have p r e f e r r e d  th e  g e n t l e s t  
background o f some s c o re  p re p a re d  fo r  melodrama (pp. 2 1 -2 2 ) .
These r e a c t i o n s  and r e s p o n s e s  seem so r e a l  t h a t  we a r e  u n ab le  to
d e c id e  f o r  su re  w hether he i s  im ag in ing  th e  e x p e r ie n c e  o r  n o t .  One
of th e  b e s t  examples o ccu rs  when he s a y s :  "Yes, she i s  v o m it in g "
(p . 9 5 ) .  In  so d o in g , he has  u t i l i z e d  th e  Jam esian  d ev ice  of f o r e ­
s h o r te n in g  to  b a f f l e  and e n t i c e  h i s  r e a d e r s  i n t o  no t knowing i f  
C h an ta l  d id  vom it.  The t e x t  l e a v e s  th e  f i n a l  am b ig u ity  u n re so lv ed  
a s  th e  no v e l  ends b e fo re  th e  c a r  c r a s h e s .  Thus we n ev e r  r e a l l y  know. 
I n s t e a d ,  a l l  we have i s  P a p a ’s p rom ise  t o  h i s  r i d e r s  t h a t  " th e r e  s h a l l  
be no s u r v iv o r s .  None" (p . 128).
The t e x t  c r e a t e s  th e  am bigu ity  f i r s t  o f  a l l ,  by u s in g  a s in g l e
sp e a k e r ,  second , th rough  e x te n s iv e  gaps in  th e  n a r r a t i v e ,  and t h i r d ,  
by c r e a t i n g  a sp eak e r  who i s  p o t e n t i a l l y  u n r e l i a b l e .
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D ea th , S leep  &_ th e  T r a v e le r
Another r e c e n t  work, D ea th , S leep 6̂ th e  T r a v e l e r , employs 
th e  f i r s t - p e r s o n  n a r r a t o r  whose r e l i a b i l i t y  i s  q u e s t i o n a b le .  In  
t h i s  novel we l e a r n  t h a t  A l l e r t  has been a cc u sed ,  b u t  a c q u i t t e d ,  of 
th e  murder o f  h i s  m i s t r e s s ,  A r ia n e .  The book i t s e l f  d e a l s  on ly  
m in im a lly  w i th  t h a t  ev en t  and in s t e a d  fo c u se s  on e v e n ts  l e a d in g  up to  
h e r  d e a th .  The n a r r a t o r ,  A l l e r t  V anderveenan, i s  a Dutchman m arr ied  
to  a woman he s h a r e s  s e x u a l ly  w ith  h i s  b e s t  f r i e n d ,  P e t e r .  He goes 
on an ocean l i n e r  voyage w i th o u t  h e r  and th e r e  m eets A r ia n e .  During 
th e  co u rse  of th e  n o v e l ,  h i s  w ife  le a v e s  him, P e t e r  d i e s ,  and he i s  
accused  o f  A r ia n e ’ s m urder.
As. b e f o r e ,  t h i s  nove l met w ith  mixed c r i t i c a l  r e s p o n se .  R ichard
38Todd, f o r  example, c a l l e d  i t  " to o  narrow , g a m e l ik e ,"  b u t  C alv in
39B ed ien t c a l l e d  John Hawkes’ s s i x t h  n o v e l  " c a t - f o o t e d "  and a s s e r t e d  
t h a t  i t  "makes th e  f i r s t  f i v e  [n o v e ls ]  seem heavy" (p . 2 6 ) .  He 
goes on to  c a l l  D e a th , S leep  & th e  T r a v e le r  "a b e a u t i f u l  ach ievem ent,  
un ique  and e le g a n t  i n  form , b r i l l i a n t l y  ju d g e d ,  and l i k e l y  to  endure 
a s  a sm all  c l a s s i c "  (p . 2 7 ) .
The on ly  a m b ig u i ty ,  w he ther  o r  n o t  he k i l l e d  A r ia n e ,  p la y s  on ly  
a minor p a r t  i n  th e  book, and i n  a s en se  i s  a moot p o in t  s in c e  he was 
a c q u i t t e d  in  t r i a l .  However, i t  b e a r s  b r i e f  c o n s id e r a t i o n  j u s t  as
38iodd, p . 130.
39C alv in  B e d ie n t ,  "On Cat F e e t , "  New R e p u b l ic , A p r i l  20, 1974,
p. 26.
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ev id en ce  t h a t  Hawkes c o n t in u e s  to  u se  th e  p o t e n t i a l l y  u n r e l i a b l e  
n a r r a t o r  to  c r e a t e  am b ig u i ty .
We have no way o f  ju d g in g  how much d i s t a n c e  s e p a r a t e s  A l l e r t ' s  
t e l l i n g  of h i s  t a l e  from i t s  happen ing . We s u sp e c t  a g r e a t  d e a l  of
d i s t a n c e ,  s in c e  he b e g in s  u s in g  th e  p r e s e n t  t e n s e  as  he d e s c r ib e s  h i s
w ife  who i s  now le a v in g  him:
She i s  go ing  a t  l a s t  n o t  because  o f  what o ccu rred  on
th e  sh ip  o r  because  o f  th e  t r i a l ,  which has  long  s in c e  
been swallowed i n t o  th e  wet c o i l s  o f  i t s  own c o n c lu s io n ,  
bu t because  I am, a f t e r  a l l ,  a H o lla n d e r  . . . because  
she does n o t  l i k e  th e  D u tc h .^0
From t h i s  b r i e f  p a ssag e  we can d i s c e r n  t h a t  th e  murder o c cu r red  long
ago. F u r th e r ,  t h i s  p a ssa g e  in t r o d u c e s  us to  th e  p e c u l i a r  l o g i c  which
governs  A l l e r t ' s  t h in k in g .  He s u f f e r s  from an i n f e r i o r i t y - p e r s e c u t i o n
complex and th u s  supposes  a l l  p eo p le  h a te  him because  he i s  Dutch.
Throughout th e  book, o th e r  c h a r a c t e r s  q u e s t io n  h i s  in n o cen ce ,  
c r e a t i n g  th e  a m b ig u i ty - c r e a t in g  d ev ice  of c o n t r a d i c t i o n s .  We su sp e c t  
A l l e r t ' s  g u i l t  because  of comments he o c c a s io n a l l y  makes such as  
"How could  I  p o s s ib ly  have done harm to  such a p e rso n ? "  (p . 4 6 ) .  Such 
a double  edged comment combined w ith  h i s  most i n t im a te  a c q u a in te n c e s ' 
q u e s t i o n in g  h i s  innocence  cau se  us to  s u s p e c t  h i s  g u i l t .  N e v e r th e le s s ,  
because  th e  t e x t  le a v e s  a s  a gap th e  n a r r a t i o n  o f  A r i a n e 's  d e a th ,  we 
can on ly  guess  as  to  h i s  g u i l t .
40John Hawkes, D e a th , S leep  ^  th e  T r a v e le r  (New York: New
D i r e c t i o n s ,  1974), pp. 1 -2 .
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We can s e e ,  th e n ,  t h a t  th e  r e l i a b i l i t y  o f  th e  f i r s t - p e r s o n
n a r r a t o r  p la y s  th e  l a r g e s t  r o l e  i n  c r e a t i n g  a m b ig u i t i e s  i n  Hawkes*s
l a t e r  n o v e ls .  In  th e  books c i t e d ,  a m b ig u i t ie s  do no t n e c e s s a r i l y
become th e  d e f in in g  f e a t u r e  a s  i n  many o f  th e  works o f  Henry James.
N e v e r th e le s s ,  th e s e  a m b ig u i t i e s  rem ain a v i t a l  p a r t  of Hawkes's works.
Yet nowhere do th e s e  a m b ig u i t i e s  o r  u n re so lv ed  gaps become mere
games. In  each  c a se  th e  w i th h o ld in g  of in fo rm a t io n  o r  th e  c r e a te d
am b ig u ity  cau se s  us to  e n t e r  i n t o  th e  l i f e  o f  th e  n o v e l .  Hawkes has
c o n s c io u s ly  or u n c o n sc io u s ly  fo rc e d  h i s  r e a d e r s  i n t o  th e  world of
th e  work so they  w i l l  e x p e r ie n c e  v i c a r i o u s l y  th e  same f e e l i n g s  as
th e  c h a r a c t e r s .  Though Hawkes d e n ie s  any c o n sc io u s  m a n ip u la t io n  o f  
41h i s  r e a d e r s ,  he n e v e r t h e l e s s  m a in ta in s  a d i r e c t  c o n t r o l  over t h e i r  
invo lvem ent in  h i s  n o v e ls .  I t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  h i s  books have n o t  ga ined  
w idesp read  p o p u l a r i t y  u n t i l  o f l a t e .  We can a t t r i b u t e  t h i s ,  in  p a r t ,  
to  a r e a d e r  au d ien ce  uneduca ted  to  th e  humor in  v i o l e n t  b la c k  comedy. 
Hawkes's works a l s o  c o n ta in  a m b ig u i t i e s  which demand c a r e f u l  a t t e n ­
t i o n  from r e a d e r s  and , t h e r e f o r e ,  d is c o u ra g e  some o f them.
I m p l ic a t io n s  f o r  Perform ance 
C e r t a i n ly ,  many o f th e  te c h n iq u e s  d is c u s s e d  in  th e  p re v io u s  
c h a p te r  can app ly  e q u a l ly  w e l l  to  Second S k in , The Blood O ranges , 
T r a v e s ty , and D e a th , S leep  .& th e  T r a v e l e r . Both s o lo  and group 
p e r fo rm e rs  can tak e  ad v an tag e  o f r e p e a te d  a c t i o n ,  slow m otion , and
^ Symposium, p .  25 .
o f f  s ta g e  fo c u s  to  r e t a i n  th e  a m b ig u i t i e s .  Thus th e  ’’ra p e "  scene in  
Second Skin and H ugh 's  d e a th  in  The Blood Oranges cou ld  b o th  be 
s ta g e d  two ways, e i t h e r  s im u l ta n e o u s ly  w i th  two c a s t s  o r  s u c c e s s iv e ly  
w i th  th e  same p e r fo rm e rs ,  to  show th e  e q u iv o c a l  n a tu r e  o f  each . The 
s o l o i s t  cou ld  f e a t u r e  th e  p o t e n t i a l  u n r e l i a b i l i t y  of th e  n a r r a t o r  by 
p e rfo rm in g  th e  s u b te x t  o f  th e  a l t e r n a t i n g  moments. At t im e s ,  th e n ,  
he would "p la y  r e l i a b l e "  and a t  o th e r  moments he would "p la y  u n r e l i ­
a b l e . "  In  t h i s  way th e  am b ig u ity  would rem ain . P ro b ab ly  group 
perfo rm ance  cou ld  b e s t  i l l u s t r a t e  th e  am b igu ity  o f th e  f i r s t - p e r s o n  
n a r r a t o r s  in  a l l  f o u r  n o v e ls  by u s in g  two d i f f e r e n t  p e r fo rm e rs  to  
p la y  e ach . Thus one p e rfo rm er  m ight p la y  th e  r e l i a b l e  s id e s  of 
S k ip p e r ,  Hugh, Papa, and A l l e r t  w h ile  a second i n t e r p r e t e r  perfo rm s 
t h e i r  u n r e l i a b i l i t y .  With S k ip p e r ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  th e  group might 
d ec id e  to  have a boy r e p r e s e n t in g  th e  n a iv e ,  b lu n d e r in g  s id e  of 
S k ip p e r 's  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  w h i le  an o ld e r  man p o r t r a y s  h i s  p re sen c e  in  
th e  h e re  and now. T h is  te c h n iq u e  would r e i n f o r c e  th e  d i s t a n c e  in  
tim e which s e p a r a t e s  S k i p p e r ' s  t e l l i n g  from i t s  h appen ing . The 
au d ien ce  would n ev er  know which i s  th e  " p ro p e r"  n a r r a t o r .
B es ides  m u l t ip l e  c a s t i n g  o f  a s i n g l e  c h a r a c t e r ,  th e  group 
perfo rm ance  m ight a l s o  e x p l o i t  th e  te c h n iq u e  o f  s p l i t  s c r e e n ,  s im u l­
tan eo u s  a c t i o n .  In  The Blood O ranges , f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  two s e t s  of 
p e r fo rm e rs  cou ld  s im u l ta n e o u s ly  p e rfo rm  Hugh's d e a th  a s  s u ic id e  and 
a c c id e n t ,  w h ile  the  n a r r a t o r  r e a d s  th e  d e s c r i p t i o n  in  th e  background. 
To perfo rm  th e  am bigu ity  as  to  A l l e r t ' s  g u i l t ,  t h i s  same tech n iq u e
262
cou ld  be used by h av ing  th e  p e rfo rm er  o f  A l l e r t  denying  h i s  g u i l t  
w h ile  P e t e r  and h i s  w ife  r e p e a t  t h e i r  l i n e s  t h a t  th ey  doubt h i s  
in n o cen ce .  The whole e f f e c t  cou ld  re a ch  a c rescendo  as  each  p e r ­
fo rm er t r i e s  v o c a l ly  to  top  th e  o t h e r s .
Group p e r fo rm e rs  may a l s o  u se  th e  f r e e z e  te ch n iq u e  to  p re s e rv e  
th e  am b ig u ity  of t h i s  scene  and th e  scene in  which Tremlow supposed ly  
ra p e s  S k ip p e r .  Thus th e  scene  d e p ic t in g  th e  a c t i o n  f r e e z e s  ( p e r f o r ­
mers no lo n g e r  use  s u g g e s t iv e  movements and g e s tu r e s )  as  th e  n a r r a t i o n  
abou t each  o f  th e s e  two i n c i d e n t s  c o n t in u e s .
In  p e rfo rm in g  Hawkes’ s nove l T ra v e s ty  s e v e r a l  o p t io n s  p r e s e n t  
th e m se lv e s .  F i r s t ,  one r e a d e r  may p r e s e n t  th e  nove l u s in g  on ly  one 
c h a r a c t e r .  He may be s i t t i n g  on a darkened s ta g e  in  a s i n g l e  s p o t ­
l i g h t .  In  t h i s  way we do n o t  f o r c e  e i t h e r  a l t e r n a t i v e  on th e  a u d ie n c e .  
They must d e c id e  f o r  th em se lv es  i f  he i s  a c t u a l l y  in  a c a r  w i th  two 
o th e r  p eo p le  o r  i f  he i s  a lo n e  in  a s o l i t a r y  room th in k in g  to  h im s e l f .
A v e ry  e x p e r im e n ta l  group may want to  s ta g e  t h i s  nove l u s in g  on ly  a 
s p e a k e r ' s  v o ic e  em anating  from a s ta g e  w ith  th e  e x t e r i o r  o f  an empty 
c a r  i n  th e  c e n t e r .  I f  th e y  showed a dem olished  c a r  they  m ight p o in t  
to  one i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  as b e in g  " c o r r e c t , "  and o f co u rse  th ey  do no t 
want to  do t h i s .  A nother way o f keep ing  i n t a c t  th e  b a s ic  am bigu ity  
o f  th e  n o v e l  i s  to  have one sp ea k e r  f la n k e d  by two dummies in  masks. 
Here a g a in ,  th e  s t y l i z a t i o n  would n o t  n e g a te  th e  a l t e r n a t i v e  t h a t  
Papa does indeed  have h i s  f r i e n d  H enri and d au g h te r  C han ta l  w i th  him.
Or they  might s ta g e  a "g roup"  perform ance of T ra v e s ty  w ith  one speak ing
c h a r a c t e r  f la n k e d  by two empty c h a i r s ,  o r  w ith  two p eo p le  who have 
t h e i r  backs  to  th e  a u d ien ce  and who rem ain  m o t io n le s s .
Summary
Hawkes c r e a t e s  a m b ig u ity  in  h i s  l a t e r  books p red o m in an tly  
th rough  th e  use o f  th e  p o t e n t i a l l y  u n r e l i a b l e  n a r r a t o r .  Perform ers  
must t h e r e f o r e  seek  ou t ways to  f e a t u r e  t h a t  a s p e c t  o f  h i s  n o v e ls ,  
a s  w e l l  as p re s e rv e  th e  i n d i v i d u a l  a m b ig u i t ie s  t h a t  o p e ra te  w i th in  
th e  books. The co n c lu s io n  to  t h i s  s tu d y  w i l l  summarize th e  e n t i r e  
i n v e s t i g a t i o n  and draw f u r t h e r  c o n c lu s io n s  a s  to  th e  ways t h a t  p e r ­
formance can i l l u m i n a t e  n a r r a t i v e  a m b ig u ity .
CONCLUSION
T h is  s tu d y  has  a t te m p te d  to  d e f in e  and d e s c r ib e  n a r r a t i v e  
am bigu ity  th ro u g h  an ex am in a tio n  and i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of i t  in  s e l e c te d  
n o v e ls  o f  John Hawkes. A f te r  examining a m b ig u ity ,  we have seen  th a t  
th e  r o o t s  o f  i t s  p e j o r a t i v e  c o n n o ta t io n s  ex tend  a s  f a r  back as 
A r i s t o t l e .  Not u n t i l  1930 and th e  p u b l i c a t i o n  of W illiam  Empson's 
Seven Types o f  Ambiguity d id  l i t e r a r y  am b ig u ity  b eg in  to  g e n e ra te  
p r a i s e  a s  an a r t i s t i c  d e v ic e .
While most s t u d i e s  i n  th e  p a s t  have focused  p r im a r i l y  on 
sem an tic  a m b ig u i ty ,  t h i s  s tu d y  has  sought to  e s t a b l i s h  th e  in t im a te  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  between sem an tic  and n a r r a t i v e  am b ig u i ty ,  so t h a t  we 
m ight b e t t e r  u n d e rs tan d  th e  un ique  w orkings o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  k ind  
i n  l i t e r a t u r e .  F i r s t ,  we d is c o v e r  t h a t  sem an tic  am bigu ity  (o r  what 
i s  g e n e r a l ly  r e f e r r e d  to  a s  m u l t ip l e  meanings in  words) a r i s e s  on ly  
w i th in  w ords. N a r r a t iv e  am b ig u i ty ,  on th e  o th e r  hand, grows ou t of 
th e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  form . A lthough am b ig u ity  in  in d iv id u a l  
words may r e i n f o r c e  th e  n a r r a t i v e  a m b ig u i ty ,  i t  canno t a lo n e  c r e a t e  
and s u s t a i n  i t .  We have s e e n ,  to o ,  t h a t  th e  Empsonian view of 
am b ig u ity  has  p e r p e tu a te d  a g e n e r a l iz e d  d e f i n i t i o n  which in  e f f e c t  
re d u c es  th e  p r e c i s io n  o f c r i t i c a l  te rm in o lo g y .  P eople  today  f r e ­
q u e n t ly  i d e n t i f y  a c e r t a i n  l i t e r a r y  e f f e c t  as  am b igu ity  when, in  
f a c t ,  they  a r e  r e f e r r i n g  to  symbolism or i r o n y .  We must r e a l i z e  
th e  d i f f e r e n c e s  between am b ig u ity  and th e s e  o th e r  forms o f  m u l t ip l e
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meaning. Ambiguity i s  one ty p e  o f  m u l t i p l e  meaning and , a s  a r e s u l t ,  
i t  f u n c t io n s  a s  a l l  such e f f e c t s  to  compel th e  r e a d e r  to  become a 
c r e a t i v e  c o l l a b o r a t o r  o f  th e  work. In  o th e r  w ords, a m b ig u i ty ,  as 
i r o n y ,  symbolism, and p l u r i s i g n a t i o n ,  a l l  depend on r e a d e r  r e c o g n i t io n  
and p a r t i c i p a t i o n  to  work. But am b ig u ity  i s  d i f f e r e n t  from th e s e  
o th e r  e f f e c t s  in  t h a t  i t  c a l l s  f o r  two o r  more i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s ,  bu t 
p re v e n ts  th e  r e a d e r  from choosing  one a s  c o r r e c t .  Whereas most o th e r  
m u l t i p l e  meaning e f f e c t s  c o n jo in  a t  a h ig h e r  l e v e l ,  am b ig u ity  does 
n o t .  In  d i s j u n c t i v e  a m b ig u i ty ,  th e  two i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  m u tu a l ly  
exc lu d e  each o t h e r ,  b u t  i n  c o n ju n c t iv e  am b ig u ity  th ey  complement each 
o t h e r .  T h is  s tu d y  has  shown t h a t  examples o f  c o n ju n c t iv e  am bigu ity  
in  n a r r a t i v e  l i t e r a t u r e  a r e  r a r e .  P ro b ab ly ,  c o n ju n c t iv e  am bigu ity  
i s  an e f f e c t  which o p e r a te s  most c o n s i s t e n t l y  in  p o e t ry  and i s  th u s  
more p r e c i s e l y  an e f f e c t  l i m i t e d  to  sem an tic  and n o t  n a r r a t i v e  
a m b ig u ity .  H ere , we can u n d e rs ta n d  th e  d r iv i n g  im pulse  b eh ind  
Empson's book, as  words in  p o e t r y  have th e  a b i l i t y  to  g e n e r a te  m u l t ip l e  
m eanings, meanings which need n ev er  c o n jo in  to  be e f f e c t i v e .  D is ­
j u n c t i v e  a m b ig u i ty ,  though , f u n c t io n s  b e s t  i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e  where 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  a r i s e  and c o n t r a d i c t  one a n o th e r .
Study o f  John H awkes's  n o v e ls  has  f u r t h e r  shown t h a t  th e  
am b ig u ity  can be s u s ta in e d  in  one o f  two ways. F i r s t ,  opposing  
s e t s  o f  c lu e s  may each  s u p p o r t  th e  v a r io u s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  as  we 
saw in  Jam es’ s The Turn o f  th e  Screw. Hawkes's works have re v e a le d  
t h a t  th e  t e x t  can su g g es t  two o r  more p o s s i b i l i t i e s  w i th o u t  p ro v id in g  
any s u p p o r t in g  c l u e s .  We have e s s e n t i a l l y  th e  same e f f e c t  c r e a t e d ,
266
a s  th e  r e a d e r  s t i l l  must a c t i v e l y  p a r t i c i p a t e  in  s e a rc h in g  f o r  th e  
c lu e s  and th e  c o r r e c t  answ er, a l th o u g h  he e v e n tu a l ly  r e a l i z e s  no 
" c h o ic e "  e x i s t s .  I n  t h i s  way th e  f u n c t io n  and v a lu e  o f  am b ig u ity  
become c l e a r ;  f o r  i t  i s  by com pelling  b u t  d i s a l lo w in g  th e  r e a d e r  
t o  make a ch o ice  t h a t  am b ig u ity  a c h ie v e s  i t s  un ique  e f f e c t .  Not only  
does i t  " c r e a t e "  th e  a c t i v e  r e a d e r ,  b u t  i t  a l s o  a f f o r d s  him th e  same 
k ind  of e x p e r ie n c e  he f a c e s  in  l i f e  each and ev ery  day . H ere , th e n ,  
th e  l i t e r a r y  and p h i lo s o p h i c a l  fo u n d a t io n s  o f  am b ig u ity  m eet.
G e n e ra l ly ,  most f i e l d s  o f  s tu d y  have ig n o red  th e  ex am in a tio n  
o f  n a r r a t i v e  am b ig u ity  and have chosen to  s tu d y  th e  sem an tic  k in d .
With few e x c e p t io n s  t h i s  has  always been th e  c a s e .  R e c e n t ly ,  however, 
th e  i n c r e a s e  of i n t e r e s t  in  th e  n a r r a t i v e  form in  g e n e r a l  has p r e ­
c i p i t a t e d  i n t e r e s t  i n  n a r r a t i v e  am bigu ity  a s  w e l l .  Two s t u d i e s ,  one 
by Shlom ith  Rimmon, th e  o th e r  by R a lf  Norrman b e a r  t h i s  o u t .  In  
o r a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  however, no one h a s  i n v e s t i g a t e d  t h i s  phenomenon 
u n t i l  now. For th e  most p a r t ,  s t u d i e s  in  t h i s  a r e a  have e i t h e r  
ig n o red  th e  s tu d y  of am b ig u ity  a l t o g e t h e r  o r  sough t to  examine on ly  
th e  sem an tic  k in d .  P e rh ap s  t h i s  s tu d y  w i l l  p ro v id e  a fo u n d a t io n  upon 
which o th e r  s c h o la r s  can c o n t in u e  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  i n t o  n a r r a t i v e  
a m b ig u ity  and i t s  p e rfo rm an ce .
Because am b igu ity  does e x i s t  in  many con tem porary  n a r r a t i v e s ,  
we need to  make o u r s e lv e s  more aware o f  i t s  p re se n c e  and d e te rm in e  
how perform ance  can i l l u m i n a t e  t h a t  p r e s e n c e .  Through examining 
s t u d i e s  of n a r r a t i v e  am b ig u ity  i n  s e l e c t e d  f i c t i o n s  of a p a r t i c u l a r  
a u th o r ,  we have come to  u n d e rs ta n d  how am b ig u ity  can be c r e a t e d .
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T r a d i t i o n a l l y ,  s c h o la r s  have focused  on d e v ic e s  such  a s  th e  
incom ple te  r e v e r s a l  (o r  opposing  c lu e s  which su p p o r t  th e  v a r io u s  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s ) ,  gaps (o r  in f o r m a t io n a l  o m is s io n s ) ,  and v e r b a l ly  
c r e a te d  a m b ig u i t i e s .  Through s tu d y in g  Hawkes, we have i d e n t i f i e d  
o th e r  d e v ic e s  f o r  e s t a b l i s h i n g  a m b ig u ity — d e v ic e s  such  as  s t e r e o ­
ty p ic  c h a r a c t e r s ,  commingling o f  dream and r e a l i t y  s e t t i n g s ,  and, 
most im p o r ta n t ly ,  th e  absence  o f  s u p p o r t in g  c lu e s .  F u r th e r ,  s tu d y  
of Hawkes's f i c t i o n  has in c re a s e d  our aw areness  o f  th e  d i f f e r e n c e s  
between am b ig u ity  and vagueness  (o r  c o n f u s io n ) ,  a s  h i s  n o v e ls  i n c o r ­
p o r a te  b o th  e f f e c t s .  C e r t a i n l y ,  h i s  e a r l i e r  n o v e ls  (C h a r i v a r i , The 
B e e t le  Leg, and The Goose on th e  Grave) a l l  u t i l i z e d  b o th  e f f e c t s  
and th u s  c o n t r ib u te d  to  th e  admonishments o f  h i s  works a s  b e in g  con­
f u s in g  o r  o b l iq u e .  In  h i s  l a t e r  n o v e ls ,  Second Sk in , The Blood 
O ranges , T r a v e s ty , and D e a th , S leep  &_ th e  T r a v e l e r , we see  a 
re f in e m e n t  of th e  te c h n iq u e s  which became th e  h a l lm a rk s  o f  h i s  s t y l e  
in  h i s  p re -1960  n o v e ls .  A f te r  1960, Hawkes r e l i e s  more and more on 
f i r s t - p e r s o n  n a r r a t o r s  whose r e l i a b i l i t y  i s  s u s p e c t  b u t  n o t  u nequ i­
v o c a l l y  b ad .  F u r th e r ,  we have seen  Hawkes te n d in g  toward more 
r e l i a n c e  on p l o t ,  c h a r a c t e r ,  s e t t i n g ,  and theme, th o s e  d e v ic e s  of 
th e  n a r r a t i v e  he once c la im ed  to  r e j e c t  a s  enem ies o f  f i c t i o n .  By 
exam ining b o th  th e  concep t o f  am b igu ity  and s e l e c t e d  n o v e ls  of John 
Hawkes to  see  am b igu ity  in  th e  making, we have ex tended  and r e d e f in e d  
our t o t a l  view o f t h i s  a r t i s t i c  d e v ic e .  F u r th e r ,  we have i d e n t i f i e d  
s p e c i f i c  ways in  which s o lo  and group perfo rm ance  can i l l u m i n a t e  
a m b ig u i ty .  Above a l l ,  i t  i s  hoped t h a t  t h i s  s tu d y  w i l l  make r e a d e r s
more s e n s i t i v e  to  n a r r a t i v e  a m b ig u ity  n o t  on ly  i n  term s o f  i t s  
meaning, f u n c t io n ,  and v a lu e ,  b u t  e s p e c i a l l y  in  i t s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  
to  p e rfo rm an ce .
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